
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE ROLE OF UGC MARKETING IN GENERATION Z’S IMPULSE 

PURCHASING DECISIONS  

 

 

 

 

Lappeenranta–Lahti University of Technology LUT 

Master’s thesis, Programme in International Marketing Management 

2025  

Sanni Seppänen 

Examiners: Assistant Professor Jarkko Niemi 

                    Assistant Professor Jenni Sipilä  



ABSTRACT 

Lappeenranta–Lahti University of Technology LUT 

LUT Business School 

Business Administration  

 

Sanni Seppänen 

 

The role of ugc marketing in generation z’s impulse purchasing decisions  

 

Master’s thesis 

2025 

50 pages, 3 figures, 4 tables and 1 appendix 

Examiners: Assistant Professor Jarkko Niemi and Assistant Professor Jenni Sipilä  

Keywords: user generated content, consumer behaviour, impulsive purchasing, generation 

Z,  

 

This thesis explores the role of user generated content (UGC) in influencing impulsive 

purchasing behaviour among generation Z consumers. Understanding the effect of peer 

created content and how it influences the consumer behaviour is crucial for marketeers in 

the digital age. The thesis examines how emotional and psychological factors affect the 

impulsive consumer behaviour by analysing the qualitative data collected through semi-

structured interviews. 

Key findings from the thesis are that authenticity, emotional engagement, and social 

validation are in the central of the effectiveness of UGC marketing. Findings suggest that 

emotional triggers can override rational evaluation, which can lead to immediate and 

unplanned purchases. Additionally, certain product categories are more likely to be 

purchased impulsively. Usually this is caused by visual appeal of the content and product 

alignment with trend-based content. 

Thesis aims to contribute to the literature on consumer behaviour of generation Z by offering 

new findings into how this generation interacts with user generated content. Additionally, 

thesis provides applications for brands on how to utilize UGC in their marketing strategies 

and enhance engagement among gen Z consumers.  
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1. Introduction 

The digital transformation of consumer behaviour and popularity of social media has altered 

how consumers interact with businesses and make decisions about what to buy. As social 

media has become important source of information and influence especially the younger 

generations buying behaviour. User-generated content (UGC) marketing has become one of 

the most impactful factors behind influencing consumer attitudes and purchasing patterns. 

In contrast to traditional brand-driven advertising, UGC is content produced by ordinary 

people, including social media posts, videos, reviews, and testimonials that can provide 

authentic perspectives on products and services (Kaplan et al., 2010). User generated content 

has become an important tool in marketing that impacts consumers trust and decision-

making and previous research has identified generation Z’s unique buying habits that are 

shaped by content they consume on the social media (Fromm et al., 2018). This thesis aims 

to examine the emotional and psychological factors as well as unique features of user 

generated content influencing impulse purchase behaviour among generation Z consumers 

to find valuable insights for the future of marketing. 

For over a decade, the effects of social media on consumer behavior have been widely 

recognized. Social media platforms such as TikTok which has gained popularity especially 

among younger generation have changed marketing and brand communication and 

additionally have major influence on consumer behaviour. (Sesar et al. 2021). Social media 

has made it easier for consumers to find additional information to support the purchase 

decisions (Ramya al. 2016). Consumers are continuously exposed to information on social 

media which easily blurs the lines between entertainment and advertising. It is critical to 

study how user generated content influences impulsive purchases and how brands can adapt 

to the change of the perception of the content. Social media platforms like YouTube, 

Instagram, and TikTok are used every day and consumers are exposed to branded content 

several times a day in various social media platforms. Choi et al., (2017) found that younger 

consumers' trust less in traditional advertising and gen Z is more affected by user generated 

content. Peer-generated content is becoming increasingly important in influencing 

consumers purchasing decisions (Cheong et al., 2008). UGC is usually seen as more 

authentic to approach compared to traditional brand created marketing and it serves 
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additionally community which can drive for both planned and impulsive purchases 

(Daugherty et al. 2008).  

The main objective of the study is to find reasons and connections between user generated 

content and rise of impulsive buying behaviour and create more depth to existing research 

of the factors affecting the phenomenon.  

Impulse purchasing is a phenomenon in consumer behavior research, defined as unplanned, 

impulsive purchases motivated by emotional and situational triggers (Rook, 1987). 

Impulsive buying was previously largely influenced by traditional marketing strategies like 

in-store displays, promotions, and limited-time offers. However, with the increase in social 

media usage, these triggers have moved online, where the content has changed to evoke an 

emotional response, a sense of urgency, and social proof. (Argoncillo et al 2018). According 

to Goel et al. (2022) impulse buying includes following characteristics, 

1. It is unplanned without prior plans for purchasing 

2. Quick process without taking much time to evaluate the decision 

3. Purchase is made without prior intention of buying 

4. Strong hedonic urge to buy immediately 

5. Purchase is made without thinking of the consequences 

6. Purchase is the result of external or internal stimuli 

Amos et al. (2014) found that between 40 and 80 percent of all purchases are impulse buys. 

In comparison to previous generations, generation Z relies more to their online communities 

for approval before making purchases rather than depending only on commercial messages. 

This raises the question of how much user-generated content influences generation Z's 

impulsive buying habits and which internal and external factors influence this behaviour. 

Previous research suggests that impulse purchasing behaviour among gen Z consumers is 

influenced by perceived enjoyment of social media use and suggests that more research is 

important for understanding how credibility of the user generated content affects the impulse 

buying. (Obadă et al., 2024) 

Generation Z is born between 1997 and 2012 and have rely strongly on technology since 

they have grown through the rise of social media. Compared to previous generations, this 



3 
 

generation has a high level of digital literacy for social connections online. Because of the 

digital native nature of the generation, their interactions in social media platforms have a 

great impact on their buying behavior. (Schroth, 2019). This study aims to connect the 

previous research of younger generations’ unique consumer behavior and provide valuable 

insights into the psychological and behavioral factors that encourage them to more impulsive 

purchasing behavior. 

Thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 1 introduces the research and justifies the importance 

of the study. Chapter 2 includes the literature review on UGC, social media marketing, and 

consumer behaviour of Generation Z. Chapter 3 describes the research methodology. 

Chapter 4 presents the data analysis and Chapter 5 discusses the findings, implications, and 

conclusions for the research. 

 

1.1  Research objectives 

With a significant impact on specifically younger generations consumer behavior, user 

generated content has emerged as a significant aspect in the rapidly changing digital 

marketing tactics. Since gen Z has been familiar with digital tools from young age they are 

more impacted by content that seems to be both customized and produced by peers or 

influencers in their local communities (Shetu, 2024). The increasing dependence on UGC 

offers marketers a significant chance to leverage the mechanisms by which this type of 

content influences consumer decisions.  Social media has changed how people discover, 

evaluate, and purchase products and services while the algorithms that rank and prioritizes 

content on users' feeds have taken on a crucial role in determining how people consume 

content. (Goh et al. 2013)  For Generation Z, these patterns can be influenced by forms of 

content created by individuals rather than brands. The  characteristics and actions of this 

generation provide a framework for studying the dynamics of influence created through 

social media. 

The main objective of this research is to find the connections between UGC marketing and 

impulse purchasing behavior with generation Z consumers. Specifically, the research aims 

to: 
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1. Study the importance of factors such a of trust and authenticity in user generated 

content and what is the influence in impulse purchasing decisions. 

2. Through interviews study the impact of social influence, including peer 

recommendations on gen Z buying behavior. 

3. Evaluate the emotional and psychological triggers that drive impulsive decision-

making in response to user generated content. 

4. To examine which product categories are most approachable to impulse purchases. 

1.2  Research questions 

As previous chapters imply, academic research has identified the impact of different content 

types, including brand created content and user-generated content, on various stages of the 

purchasing process. Furthermore, because the importance of social media has been raising 

there has been much discussion about the different platforms power and how it affects users. 

The need for more research on these subjects has been mentioned by several researchers.  

Main research question: How does user generated content influence Generation Z’s impulse 

purchasing behavior? 

Rodgers et. al, (2014) suggested that the influence of UGC depends on the context where it 

is posted, and more research is needed on the different platforms of the internet and pointed 

out the need to further investigate the topic from several industries. More recent research by 

de Vera (2024) aligns with Rodgers et al. and further studies the effectiveness of UGC based 

on the platform and context. De Vera highlights the strategic use of various social media 

platforms with different purposes. For instance, more visual platforms would be able to 

engender emotional affinity, compared to forum platform that provide more informational 

exchange. To achieve defined objectives, the study will address the following research 

questions: 

 

Q1: What characteristics of social media platforms drive impulsive purchasing 

among gen Z? 
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The first subquestion aims to measure how the platform specific interactive and technical 

affecti the spontaneous purchasing behavior. Generation Z consumes visually intensive, 

algorithmic platforms daily and it is crucial to examine how features like personalized feed 

content, viral trends, and social validation most effect on impulse purchasing behavior. This 

question addresses the direct suggestion of Rodgers et al. (2014) and de Vera (2024) for 

more platform-relevant research that consider impulse behavior as being potentially 

impacted by each social media environment. 

Q2: How does emotional and psychological factors affect impulsive decision 

making? 

The second sub question was defined to study more in depth the internal drivers of impulse 

purchasing behavior. By examining emotional and psychological aspects, the study is able 

to determine the forms of UGC that tend more likely to drive impulse purchasing behavior 

and the rationale for these responses being more significant with Generation Z. This question 

brings depth into the behavioral analysis and links the stimuli from the outside with the 

internal choice drivers. 

Q3: Are certain product categories more likely to be purchased impulsively due to 

UGC exposure? 

This subquestion addresses the connection of content type and the importance of the product 

categories in the context of impulsive purchasing behaviour. The question was included to 

explore whether the visual appeal, affordability, or trend sensitivity affects its likelihood of 

being purchased impulsively after UGC exposure. By identifying which product categories 

are most affected can allow marketers to enhance their content strategies based on the 

product they are offering. Examining this question provides a better understanding of 

product specific features to take in to account as  brands are developing UGC based 

marketing strategies. 

This research seeks to provide relevant findings for brands, and businesses seeking to 

understand and engage generation Z consumers effectively and leveraging user generated 

content in their marketing strategy. With the identified motives of impulse purchases, brands 

can plan their marketing strategies to create more meaningful content that speaks to gen Z 

consumers. The study contributes to academic literature on digital consumer behaviour, 

offering new insights into how social media marketing shapes purchasing decisions. As the 
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digital economy is continuously evolving, understanding UGC marketing will be essential 

for brands aiming to maintain consumer trust and drive engagement in a competitive market.  

1.3  Research design 

This chapter explains further the plan of collecting the answers to the research questions and 

analyzing the data, which is an essential part of the study. In academic research, quantitative 

and qualitative research are the two main research design types. Quantitative research design 

aims to investigate correlations between variables and analyzed using statistical methods.  

(Thornhill et al. 2016) Additionally, qualitative research was chosen for this study since it 

uses non-numerical data collection and analysis techniques in an attempt to study social 

relationships and describe reality as experienced by research participants (Adams et al., 

2014). 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for this thesis as a methodology for data collection. 

The qualitative approach is appropriate for this study design as it focuses on methods like 

interpretive analysis, interviews, and observation more than the quantitative approach does. 

(Berends et al., 2019) Qualitative research is more frequently linked to philosophy and it 

requires researchers to evaluate social aspects and interpretations rising from the research 

topic (Saunders et al. 2016).  

Additionally, reliability and validity are addressed in this study. The consistency of the 

research method and the ability to replicate the results under similar and comparable 

conditions are two factors that determine reliability (Golafshani, 2003).  Reliability in 

qualitative research does not mean that another researcher will find the same results, but that 

the method is methodological, transparent and thoroughly documented (Nowell et al. 2017). 

In this study, reliability is ensured through three measures: 

1. Used methods are described and documented to ensure a methodological approach 

that can be repeated. 

2. Ensuring that each participant was asked comparable questions to be able to analyse 

and compare the data. 
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3. Consistent coding framework were used during thematic analysis to ensure that 

themes were identified from the interviews. 

 

Validity in qualitative research means ensuring that the findings truly reflect the topic being 

studied and that the interpretations are accurate and meaningful. It is important to check that 

the research methods match the research objectives and that the conclusions are based on 

real data (Creswell et al., 2000). Quantitative research often uses numbers to test validity, 

but qualitative research focuses on accurate research methods to ensure that results are 

reliable. Quantitative research aims to get findings that are meant to be generalizable, unlike 

qualitative research which focuses on a detailed understanding of the research context 

(Tracy, 2010). One important aspect of validity in qualitative research is credibility which 

means that the results should reflect the experiences and opinions of the participants 

(Shenton, 2004) In this research, comparing interview responses with past studies on user-

generated content and impulse purchasing helps confirm the findings and makes them more 

reliable. Also, it was ensured that interview questions matched the research objectives. By 

carefully analysing the data, the study ensures that its conclusions are based on actual 

experiences and observations of the interviewees. 

1.4  Theoretical frameworks 

This chapter will cover the most relevant theoretical frameworks for the study and introduces 

the most important theories that help to explain gen Z consumer behavior based on the 

previous research. Since the rise of social media consumer purchasing journey has changed 

making brand-driven marketing compete with the more authentic marketing where peer 

recommendations and content are in a key role (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Traditional 

advertising strategies have relatively less effectiveness since gen Z engages more with 

authentic content rather than brand messaging (Daugherty et al., 2008). Also, user generated 

content has become a source search engine for product discovery.   

The influence of peers and trends on consumer behavior is explained by the social proof 

theory (Cialdini, 2001) and the fear of missing out phenomenon (Przybylski et al., 2013). 

The AIDA model (Kotler et al., 2016) describes the way of how marketers attract and capture 
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the attention of consumers, encouraging them to take action. Uses and gratifications theory 

(UGT) discusses on the phenomenon of active participation in user-generated content among 

the gen Z as well as its impact on buying behavior. Additionally, Choi et al. (2017) argued 

that content shared in closed or private social network services e.g., private Instagram stories 

leads to higher emotional and cognitive trust than open platforms like Facebook or Twitter. 

1.4.1  User generated content 

Digitalization has transformed the way people consume media, enabling users to not only 

consume but also create content. According to Li et al. (2021), user-generated content 

marketing has been increasingly included in marketing strategies in recent years. UGC has 

also became an important source of information about various products and consumer 

marketing tools. Previous research argues of the correct definition for user generated content. 

McKenzie et al. (2012) have defined user generated content as typically produced by 

individuals reflecting personal experiences or opinions meanwhile Kaplan et al. (2010) 

describe UGC to be all various ways that people use media in all formats, including for 

instance text posts, reviews, photos, and videos. According to Owasu et al. (2016) user-

generated content can be described as opinions, experiences, reviews and discussions shared 

by consumers, authors or professionals. These contributions are created independently and 

have no commercial value. They usually reflect personal use or familiarity with products, 

services or brands. Despite the various and broad definitions, user generated content is 

defined to be content which is created by users who are typically not paid by the brands they 

are promoting (Santos, 2022).  

UGC is available on a wide range of digital platforms and can be accessed by anyone. One 

of the key characteristics of UGC is content that appears natural and spontaneous. However, 

if a user advertises or produces brand-related content, the consumer becomes a face for the 

brand (Cheong et al., 2008). UGC has an impact on the consumer purchase decision process 

and it can be a powerful tool for particularly customer-focused companies that must 

continuously focus on detailed data of customers and stay aware of the audience trends. 

(Nam et al., 2014). Traditional marketing is usually brand-controlled and strategically 

designed but UGC is created by regular individuals. UGC marketing has special features that 

focuses on social media posts, online reviews, and product testimonials (Kaplan & Haenlein, 
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2010). Content is usually organic and not brand created which makes it often perceived as 

more authentic and relatable (Daugherty, Eastin, & Bright, 2008). UGC is influencing 

decision-making at various stages of the purchasing journey. The purchasing journey begins 

in the awareness stage where consumers are introduced to new products on social media 

feeds which often creates an interest. After the initial interest has been created, consumer 

moves to the consideration stage where UGC can provide more valuable insights through 

reviews, testimonials, and comparison that helps the viewers to evaluate their options. At the 

final stage of purchasing journey, the purchase is made. (Kotler et al., 2016).  

Nanne et al. (2020) notes that the authenticity of UGC significantly increases its value to 

consumers, as it is seen as more genuine form of endorsement than brand-created content. 

According to Li et al. (2021) trust and authenticity are the key factors of effective user 

generated content that shapes the consumer behaviour. Consumers are grown to be sceptical 

of traditional advertising and learnt to recognize promotional intent. (Cheong & Morrison, 

2008).  In contrast, UGC is perceived authentic since the individuals that are creating the 

content independently are seen as peers which makes the content seem more credible. 

(Tyrväinen et al., 2023).  

The effectiveness of UGC among gen Z can largely be divided into two psychological 

factors: social proof and the mirror effect (Naeem et al., 2025). According to social proof 

theory, people tend to adopt behaviours and make decisions based on the actions of others 

(Cialdini, 2001) and in the context of digital marketing, UGC can be seen as a form of social 

proof. When consumers encounter their peers using and reviewing products, the content 

creates a sense of trust and the perception that the product is popular and desirable (Hennig-

Thurau et al., 2004). Smith et al. (2011) found that generation Z prioritizes social validation 

and by seeing a product being used by peers creates a validation. The validation builds up a 

courage to make the decision to buy and when being exposed to this content frequently, the 

interest towards it keeps growing. Research by Friestad et al. (1994) supports the statement 

by defining the persuasion knowledge model. The model suggests that once consumers 

notice the commercial content they will became more critical towards it which indicates the 

higher trust towards individually created UGC compared to firm generated content (FGC). 

The mirror effect refers to a theory about how individuals see themselves in others and once 

consumers see their peers using a product, significantly lowering barriers to purchase. 

(Stocchi et al., 2024) 
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Social media platforms have made the rise of user generated content possible. Platforms such 

as YouTube, Instagram and TikTok allow users to create, share and interact with content 

and interactive features of social media platforms also encourage conversation and 

community around user-generated content.  By participating, consumers feel more a part of 

the brand and its community, which improves the customer experience (Muniz & et al., 

2001). Consumers may also feel urge to purchase a trending product to stay relevant or be 

part of a larger community (Przybylski et al., 2013). Usually, the algorithm exposes users to 

new products and trends which encourages viral content and highly engaging and interactive 

content allows certain trends and products to go viral in very quickly (Stephen, 2016). 

Compared to traditional marketing techniques, research shows that user-generated content 

also increases engagement and improves conversion rates (Tuten et al., 2017).   

As discussed earlier, there are specific characteristics that make UGC appear more appealing 

for consumers:  

1. Compared to brand created advertisements, UGC content feels more authentic 

(Smith, 2011). 

2. UGC combined with platform-specific algorithm often features individuals who 

remind the target audience which makes it seem more reliable (Kaplan et al., 2010) 

3. UGC usually includes stories or highlights personal experiences that resonate 

emotionally, creating a stronger emotional connection with the product or brand 

(Fromm et al., 2018). 

Researchers have also discussed the challenges regarding user generated content. Since UGC 

is created by individuals, it has a risk of lacking brand content management which can lead 

to negative or unfavorable reviews. Negative message spreads as quickly as positive content 

and can potentially damage a brand’s reputation (Cheong et al., 2008). Interestingly, 

relatively new phenomena of “cancel culture” is associated with the social media. The act of 

cancelling can create consumer boycotts towards brands which are perceived as nonethical. 

Cancelling usually follows when content creator or brand is being involved in a controversial 

opinios or have acted unacceptable in past or present. (Saldanha et al., 2022) Cancel culture 

creates a significant risk with possible long term negative effects for brands if there is no 

content management the content or the person presenting it. Another challenge rises when 

brands often collaborate with influencers to create UGC and there is a risk of authenticity 
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being compromised. Consumers have learnt to notice inauthentic content, which can lower 

the trust in both UGC and the brand (Fromm & Read, 2018). 

Goh et al. (2013) confirm that there is a gap in research user generated content affecting at 

the individual consumer level. The previous literature of the role of UGC and it’s relevance 

for marketing examines aspects from its impact on brand perceptions to its effects on 

consumer loyalty. However, most of the existing research has not identified the unique 

interactions of generation Z with UGC and there is a significant gap in research examining 

effects that user generated content has in generation Z’s consumer behaviour. 

1.4.2  Impulsive buying behaviour 

Impulse purchasing behaviour is a psychological and behavioural process that has evolved 

with the rise of digital marketing and social media. Unlike traditional retail, where impulse 

purchases are triggered by in-store exposure, digital environments push impulse buying 

through passive product discovery and algorithm-driven recommendations. The 

phenomenon was first acknowledged as an irrational behaviour in the 1940s (Luna et al., 

2000). Later, Rook (1987) defined impulse buying behavior as purchasing without engaging 

in a process of evaluation with the objective. It is driven by both internal and external factors 

and by impulsive decision the consumer seeks immediate gratification of fulfilling the need 

rather than solving a rational problem. Unlike rational purchasing, which is more careful 

evaluation of factors such as need, price, and quality, impulse buying is often emotionally 

driven (Rook, 1987). According to Karbasivar et al. (2011) external factors refer to 

marketing actions that are created by a brand in attempt to establish a need of purchasing. 

Traditionally these marketing actions are for instance product placement, limited-time 

discounts, and sensory cues like music and lighting (Dawson & Kim, 2009). Internal factors 

focus mainly on the individual characteristics that make a consumer engage in impulsive 

purchasing behaviour. (Payne et al. 2004) According Prakash et al., (2017) internal factors 

involve personality traits which determine consumers impulsive buying tendency, emotional 

states and demographic factors and Amos et al. (2014) identifies emotional triggers as key 

drivers of impulse purchasing. 

Social media and e-commerce has shifted the dynamics of impulse purchasing since the 

internet is working as a shopping platform that allows the consumer to shop at any time of 
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the day. (Dawson et al. 2009) E-commerce has made it possible to purchase with ease, 

customization and flexibility (Goel et al. 2022) an in digital environments, impulse 

purchases are affected by platform features like quick checkout processes and targeted 

advertising. (Parker et al., 2016) According to Chen et al. (2023) shopping online gives 

consumers freedom compared to physical stores, which increases the likelihood of impulse 

buying. Also in digital environments, impulse purchases are increasingly shaped by social 

influence, peer recommendations, and platform algorithms (Kaplan et al., 2010). 

Abdelsalam et al. (2020) additionally found that social commerce platforms e.g. Instagram 

Shop are filled with various stimulators such as flash sales and peer-recommendations.  

There are differences in characteristics of impulse buying in traditional retail and e-

commerce. Compared to traditional point-of-sale marketing in retail stores which includes 

exposure of products such as seeing an item on a store shelf or being influenced by in-store 

promotions (Dawson et al., 2009), in digital environment impulse purchases often occur 

through passive exposure to content, where consumers encounter product recommendations 

in their social media feeds (Kaplan et al., 2010). In digital environments, purchases can be 

completed instantly with one click, stored payment details, and integrated shopping 

experiences compared to the physical stores where consumers must go through the checkout 

process before completing a purchase, which can provide a brief window for reconsideration.  

(Solomon et al., 2017). The table 2 summarizes key differences in traditional and online 

shopping characteristics. 

 

Factor Traditional Digital 

Trigger type Sensory clues Social proof, FOMO, viral content 

Purchase speed Delayed by checkout process Instant, seamless, one-click buying 

Product Visibility 
Limited to in-store exposure Algorithm driven, frequent 

exposure 

Social influence 
Shopping with friends Peer reviews, influencers, trends 

Table 1. Key differences between traditional and digital characteristics. (Dawson et al. 2009) 
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Traditional advertising often relies on direct brand messaging unlike social media platforms 

that create an environment where consumers are constantly exposed to product 

recommendations in a seemingly organic way. Platforms serve as interactive spaces where 

product discovery happens passively, through content consumption (Cheong et al., 2008). 

Since digital marketing tactics are well adapted into the passive social media consumption, 

it has blurred the lines of entertainment content and marketing content. This integration 

might have made the impulsive purchasing more accessible and tempting especially among 

younger consumers. (Fromm et al., 2018) 

According to Amos et al. (2014) impulse purchasing is driven by a strong desire to buy a 

product and it usually happens quite sudden after encountering the product. Especially, when 

the product is perceived as trendy or socially validated, the desire can be strong. Because of 

the interactive nature, the social media the social influence is also more pronounced 

compared to traditional retail. Social validation in retail is usually influenced by salespersons 

or friends and family while in the digital environment desire can be affected by online 

communities, influences or individual recommendations from peers. (Hennig-Thurau et al., 

2004). By seeing how certain product is used in real life, or how other people see it adds 

levels of social validation that encourage impulsive decisions since it offers a feeling of 

authenticity than traditional advertising that depends on storylines developed by the 

company. Platform algorithms that personalize content can also support impulsive buying 

behavior because this approach ensures that consumers are constantly exposed to products 

that align with their interests, increasing the likelihood of impulsive decisions (Stephen, 

2016). In social media platforms, consumers encounter personalized content in a way that 

product discovery is more unplanned. In comparison, in the traditional retail environment 

consumers have control over which product categories they browse. 

As mentioned previously, one of the primary drivers for impulsive purchasing behavior is 

emotional engagement to the product. Consumers are more likely to make impulsive 

purchases when it is associated with a positive experience (Dholakia, 2000). Usually, social 

media creates emotional connection by presenting products in engaging ways, for example 

storytelling, product demonstrations, or testimonials from individuals (Tuten et al., 2017). 

The emotional appeal of content can create a sense of excitement or aspiration that 

encourages consumers to make impulsive decisions without rational evaluation (Berger et 

al., 2012). Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is often used for social proof which describes 
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the situation where consumers rely on shared experiences from other individuals, such as 

seeing multiple users recommending a product, sharing positive experiences, or showing its 

use in real-life. The presence of likes, comments, and shares further reinforces the idea that 

a product is popular and worth buying. Social proof usually strengths the way consumers 

perceive products as more valuable and credible. (Amblee et al., 2011) As Francis et al. 

(2018) found, validation and social proof is considered as particularly strong among 

generation Z. Social interactions in digital environments are affecting consumers, and it is 

easier than before to compare experiences with others. Tanhan et al., (2022) defines the fear 

of missing out (FoMO) phenomenon as a need to connect with others in social media which 

can create a feeling that others may have better experiences. In the context of consumer 

behaviour, the fear that a product may sell out or a trend may pass creates a sense of urgency 

that pushes consumers toward quick decision-making (Tanhan et al., 2022). Social media 

platforms are optimized to maximize this effect by promoting trending products and can 

create a feeling that delaying a purchase may result in regret (Stephen, 2016). 

1.4.3  Uses and gratification theory 

The uses and gratifications theory (UGT) is useful framework for this study for evaluating 

consumer behaviour and media influence. Theory has its roots in the 1970s and was 

developed by Katz et al. (1973), who outlined the core assumptions of the theory and 

categorized user motivations for media use has been applied to various areas and highlights 

the role of interactivity and choice of available digital sources in driving individuals to use 

media and content to reach media satisfaction. Later, Palmgreen et al. (1985) refined the 

theory and Rubin (2009) applied UGT to television audiences, confirming the theory's 

relevance in explaining media consumption based on individual psychological needs. With 

the growth of the internet and digital platforms, UGT took on a new meaning, and Ruggiero 

(2000) argued that digital media significantly increased user interactivity. More recent 

research by Sundar and Limperos (2013) extended UGT by introducing a model that 

considers the technological capabilities of digital platforms, such as interactivity and 

navigability, as important enablers of satisfaction-seeking behaviour. Also, relevant research 

of consumer behavior by Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) examined the uses of internet-based 

communication and identified specific gratifications linked to online behaviours, such as 

convenience, and information-seeking. Mostly used in communications literature, UGT is 
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also relevant when discussing about social media marketing. UGT provides a theoretical 

framework to understand and evaluate why consumers engage with digital platforms, content 

and brands. The shift from one-way media consumption to interactive platforms means that 

consumers are not only passive observers but also active participants in the creation of 

content.  

According to Lan-Ying et al. (2014), it is essential to understand user’s motivation in 

participating in online communities for further research in evaluating social media usage. 

Other media theories mostly concentrate on what media does to individuals but this change 

in viewpoint offers a foundation for understanding how consumers actively choose and use 

media content. (Ruggiero, 2000) UGT provides a point of view for why users select different 

platforms and how they interact with personalized content. According to Lariscy et al. 

(2011), the core of UGT is that individuals are consuming media to fulfil needs which leads 

to the gratifications and social media can be seen as a media channel where sources of 

information are created and consumed. (Whiting et al., 2013) These themes define which 

media channel individuals choose to fulfil the need of gratification. Ruggiero (2000) 

highlights the relevance of the application and importance of UGT in understanding the 

motivational perspectives of social media use. Researchers have found a research gap in 

understanding how the experiences users have on social networking sites influence the link 

between the social benefits they seek and their actions on these platforms. (Lan-Ying et al., 

2014). UGT has also faced criticism because the theory looks at media behaviours rather 

than media content, so it can be overly general and lack predictive ability. (Sundar et al., 

2013) 

According to Whiting & Williams, 2013, motivation can be divided into common themes 

which vary depending on the objective of the need. Consumer behaviour is heavily 

influenced by psychological drivers and social context where both play significant role in 

need creation. Uses and gratifications has a focus on the psychological and social 

motivations and how these are shaping the consumer behaviour and creating impulsive 

buying habits. Need creation refers to the process when consumers’ sense of need is 

influenced through marketing or brand interaction. In the context of marketing, creating 

needs can also stimulate consumer need for non-essential products by matching the product 

with consumer desires. Costanza et al. (2007) found a core for this concept, arguing that 

human existence is linked to the creation of needs that drive value perceptions. This insight 
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is important in for brands for creating messages that align or shape consumer needs by 

marketing products that fulfils needs and present products not only as practical solutions, 

but emphasise satisfaction, status or identity. The analysis by Wibowo (2022) reveals that 

the appeal of social media lies in its ability to meet created needs such as mobile 

entertainment and peer influence, which align with the gratification based behaviours of 

younger demographics. Need creation is a concept in consumer behaviour and marketing 

and refers to how consumers perceive value, make purchasing decisions and engage with 

brands. By creating an environment where consumers feel relevant to the brand identity, 

companies can increase demand and improve long-term loyalty. By understanding the 

principles of need creation, brands can create genuine relationships with consumers and 

transform products from mere commodities to meaningful products that meet consumers' 

needs. 
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2  Literature review 

The literature review chapter aims to cover key topics to understanding relevant previous 

research for studying the subject. The chapter will include important research finds the 

subject. The objective of the study is to broaden the research of how UGC affects the 

impulsive consumer behaviour among gen Z and highlight the evolution of unique consumer 

behaviour characteristics in the digital era. Additionally, this thesis focuses on the 

importance of social media and user generated content as an driver in  impulsive consumer 

behaviour. Generation Z was specifically chosen in this study for a reason that they are the 

first generation that have grown up with access to the internet and social media. By studying 

this demographic, the research aims to gain insights into the psychological and social factors 

driving the impulsive purchasing consumer behaviour. 

Various studies have previously researched the role of social media in consumer behavior. 

Vellamy et al. (2023) have researched how algorithmic-driven recommendations create a 

sense of urgency among younger consumers and encourage more spontaneous purchases. 

According to Wang et al. (2023) social media algorithms are designed to maximize user 

engagement by personalized content based on interactions and preferences and because of 

the personalization, the algorithms impact gen Z’s purchasing decisions by increasing 

exposure user-generated recommendations that they are interested in. The personalized and 

algorithm-driven marketing also enhances brand visibility and effectively influences 

consumer choices (Chakola, 2022).  Similarly, Shukun et al. (2024) have found the 

psychological triggers in social media platforms which drive impulse purchasing. 

Additionally, suggests that cognitive and affective attitudes are predictors of generation z 

consumers’ impulsive buying behaviour. This study aims to examine the research gaps in 

existing studies by focusing specifically on generation Z’s interaction with UGC and its 

impact on their decision-making process. 

2.1  Characteristics of generation Z 

To understand the consumer behaviour of gen Z it is essential to define the previous research 

regarding the typical traits of gen Z individuals. Defining the characteristics not only helps 
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to understand the behavioural but also psychological traits and habits that drive towards 

certain consumer behaviour. Born between 1997 and 2013, Al-Shafari et al. (2023) define 

generation Z as the first generation grown up with the born of the internet which is the reason 

gen Z is also referred to as digitally native generation. Compared to previous generations, 

Gen Z have had the access to digital platforms and diverse information from very early age. 

(Djafarova et al., 2021)   Previous research has found that gen Z’s differ in the brand loyalty 

compared to the previous generations. Social media and internet have provided access to 

many alternatives for gen Z in products and services and since they are advanced in media 

literacy this generation also have high standards for the content they consume.  (Özkan & 

Solmaz, 2017) 

2.1.1  Internal and external factors 

Authenticity is one of the key values in gen Z’s  and compared to the older generations they 

are not as much affected by the traditional marketing tactics (Williams et al., 2010). Also, 

according to Djafarova et al. (2021), gen Z is the most desire driven generation who value 

the communications of the brand from micro-celebrities and peer users as they find it more 

authentic than traditional firm created content and they perceive it as more authentic and 

trustworthy. This generation consumes more content than any other age group (Djafarova et 

al., 2021) and their consumption behaviour is heavily influenced by their online identity and 

their need for acceptance (Fromm et al., 2018). According to Priporas et al. (2017) there are 

four key external characteristics that shape the digital consumer behaviour of gen Z: 

1. Generation Z is tech savvy and interested in new technologies. 

2. They value the ease of use and convenient solutions for purchasing. 

3. A desire of feeling of belonging. 

4. They desire to temporarily escape the realities they face. 

Gen Z consumers desire for acceptance and a sense of belonging. Previous research have 

found that they define the sense of belonging strongly by the community around them. 

Different aspects of life, such as style and leisure activities, influence the way their feeling 

of belonging. A strong desire for approval combined with endless sources of content can 

influence their consumption habits (Williams et al., 2010). Generation Z is interested in 
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mental health and understands its importance, which influences their attitude towards the 

marketing that brands create. Previous research suggests that the younger generation is more 

engaged to brands that offer authenticity and emotional engagement rather than overly 

commercial content (Smith, 2019). According to research by Johnson et al. (2021) the 

personalised marketing significantly increases engagement among this demographic. This 

suggests a shift towards interactive consumer experience especially on social media 

platforms. Research by Priporas et al. (2017) suggests that the consumption behaviour of 

Generation Z makes them particularly sensitive to social influences and emotional triggers.  

2.1.2  Consumption habits 

By understanding the factors that influence the consumption habits of this age group brands 

are able to effectively reach and engage this demographic. Generation Z has grown into 

online shopping and variety of the options that are easily approachable. A report by Newman 

et al (2021) found that over 70% of Gen Z consumers prefer to search and purchase products 

rather online than in traditional retail stores, and according to Harris (2022), 65% of Gen Z 

consumers use mostly their mobile devices to shop, which highlights the need for mobile-

optimised shopping experiences.  

As mentioned previously, this generation values authenticity and transparency more than 

any previous generation and they are more likely to purchase from companies that  prove to 

be trustworthy among peers. This generation also expects a high degree of personalization 

in their shopping experiences. Interestingly, Johnson (2019) found that 60% of gen Z 

consumers prefer brands that have commitment to sustainability and etchial practises. 

According to a study by Taylor & Francis (2021), personalised advertising on various 

channels increases the purchase intentions of Generation Z by up to 40%. This research 

supports the idea that Gen Z is attracted to brands that can tailor their marketing content to 

match consumer preferences. While brands can tailor their content to meet consumers' 

preferences, the younger generation still perceives peer recommendations as having a 

significant factor more than traditional advertising or brand created content. A study by 

Deloitte (2021) found that 55% of generation Z consumers perceive peer reviews as 

important when making purchasing choices, supporting the argument that content has a 
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significant impact in shaping consumption habits. Peer revews is important attribute creating 

a sense of authenticity and trustworthiness. 

There are some factors like technology, economy, and culture that affect different 

generations in multiple ways, for instance, different shopping behaviors across age groups. 

Two generations with different consumption behavior and decision processes with each 

other are Generation Y (Millennials) and Generation Z. If anything, the Millennials stood at 

the forefront of internet and social media, while Generation Z is the first generation to grow 

in an environment with algorithmic content and social media as a part of their everyday life 

(Fromm & Read, 2018). These set-up very different preferences for both generation in 

interacting with brands, evaluating products, and making purchasing decisions. 

According to research by Francis et al., (2018), gen Z consumers are more easily affected 

peer recommendations and concerned of missing out on a ongoing trend. This can be a driver 

for irrational and impulsive purchasing since they don't want to fall behind. This generation 

desires the feeling of belonging and they are more easily influenced by social proof and 

trending content. In comparison, older generation finds additional value, well-known brands, 

and having a comfortable online and offline shopping experience as the top priorities in the 

purchasing context. (Francis et al., 2019).  There are also differences regarding the platforms 

they prefer to use between the generations, gen Z is more interested in TikTok and Instagram, 

while Millennials are more interested in Facebook and YouTube (Deloitte, 2021). 

 

 

Category Generation Z Generation Y 

Motivation 

• Experience driven, 

• Emotional 

engagement, 

• Influenced by trends 

• Value-driven 

• Convenience 

oriented 

• Influenced by peers 

Brand loyalty 

• Lower brand loyalty 

• Prefers personal 

values 

• Moderate brand 

loyalty 

• Values reliability 
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Channel 
• Online shopping 

• Mobile commerce 

• Online & in-store 

• Omnichannel 

Influence of social media 

• High influence 

• TikTok & Instagram 

• Moderate influence 

• Facebook & 

Instagram 

Decision making 

• Impulsive 

• Relies on peer 

recommendations 

• More deliberate 

• Research before 

purchasing 

UGC 

• Uses for product 

research and 

validation 

• Uses UGC but also 

trusts brand-created 

content 

Impulsive purchasing 

• High tendency 

• Driven by FOMO 

and trends 

• Lower tendency 

• Prefers planned 

purchases 

Table 2. Consumer behaviour comparison between Gen Z and Gen Y 

Table 2. provides a comparative overview of key consumer behavior characteristics of 

Generation Z and Millennials, based on insights from Kotler & Keller (2016), Deloitte 

(2021) and Francis et al. (2018). By understanding these generational differences marketeers 

can better develop targeted marketing strategies that resonate with each segment’s 

expectations and purchasing behaviors. 

2.2  Consumer purchasing journey 

Across the consumer behavior research consumer purchasing journey is often defined with 

AIDA (Attention, Interest, Desire, Action) model. The model was developed in the 19th 

century and is a helpful way to evaluate each stage of how people make decisions before 

buying something. (Barry et al., 1990) This framework breaks down the steps a consumer 

typically takes from becoming aware of a product to the moment they make the purchasing 

decision. AIDA model has been effective framework in marketing and still holds relevance 

today. This chapter describes the consumer purchasing journey through the AIDA model 

and discusses how it applies to the research topic and generation Z’s purchasing decisions. 

This framework was chosen for this study to examine the effects of impulse purchasing 
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behavior in the model. Impulsive purchasing is unplanned and usually urgent decisions 

which indicates to the less impact on the interest and desire phases. 

Attention 

The first step for a brand is to manage to grab people's attention with your product. Getting 

to the second step is harder than ever in today's world, where advertising is all around us 

(Kotler et al., 2016). Brands are constantly trying to find their place in a market full of 

various marketing messages. It is important for a brand to choose the most appropriate of 

platforms to make their product stand out. UGC has emerged as a popular form of content 

because it stands out by appearing more authentic and natural than traditional advertising.  

According to Smith (2004), younger generations are particularly interested in visually 

appealing short films such as Instagram Reels or TikTok. For example, TikTok's algorithm 

works well at creating visually appealing and relevant information, allowing user-generated 

content to easily stop people while browsing and quickly capture their attention (Pavlou et 

al., 2000). 

Interest 

Keeping the consumer’s interest is the next step after getting their attention.  Whether it 

satisfies the consumer’s requirements or personal preferences, the goal of the engagement 

phase is to provide something valuable and meaningful to the consumer in order to gain 

momentum (Belch et al., 2013).  The relevance of user-generated content is particularly 

crucial in the second interest stage of the purchase path since user-generated content can be 

perceived as more easily identifiable and increase consumer trust in the content compared to 

typical brand marketing (Cheung et al., 2008).  Peer-posted reviews, how-to videos and 

product reviews provide useful insights and increase interest at this stage of consumer 

purchasing journey. 

Desire 

The third desire stage is characterised by a strong interest in the product that turns into a 

desire to own it and the buyer seriously considers buying the product. With the aim of 

creating an emotional bond with the consumer by highlighting the specific benefits of the 

product brands aim to create content to keep consumer engaged.  Social proof is crucial to 

the third stage of the consumer journey and is an important factor in supporting the desire. 

User generated content is also relevant in the third stage of the purchase path, as the use of 
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the product and support for things that people highlight creates an atmosphere of 

attractiveness. (Goodrich et al., 2014). 

Action 

The final step in the consumer purchasing process is the purchase decision itself. From a 

marketing perspective, the final stage of the AIDA model focuses on activating the consumer 

to take a specific action, i.e. to purchase the product or service. This stage has two important 

characteristics to make the consumer make a final decision: the smoothness of the buying 

process and the creation of clear call-to-action (Kotler & et al., 2018). Social media platforms 

can promote consumer activation, as platforms can easily incorporate functionalities such as 

"buy now" buttons and links to the brands e-commerce platforms. As mentioned earlier, the 

perceived authenticity and relevance of user-generated content might significantly increase 

the likelihood of consumers acting. When UGC includes calls- to-action to purchase a 

product, consumers are more likely to be persuaded to make a purchase. Hence, UGC is a 

key factor in e-commerce and important factor for brands to engage consumers towards the 

purchase. (Berger et al., 2012). 

The AIDA model is a simple framework to study consumer behaviour and to break the 

marketing activities to different stages of the purchasing process. The internet and social 

media have changed the traditional consumer journey, offering consumers new opportunities 

to interact with brands, ask peers for their opinions and easily access product information 

which have led to the change that has had a significant impact on how brands approach the 

market at different stages of the purchase path. The impact of social media has recently 

grown to be one of the most important channels for brands to raise awareness and promote 

their offerings. Previous research shows that gen Z consumers value the genuine peer 

insights that change the decision-making process which makes the decision-making process 

among younger generation more complex. Traditional media platforms have long been 

pillars of marketing however media platforms have changed since social media has become 

the largest advertising channel that provides consumers easy and engaging ways to 

communicate with businesses and each other, leading to more collaborative customer 

relationships. According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) consumer purchasing journey have 

had a shift from passive consumption of advertising messages to active participation, which 

presents consumers as both, the audience and the content producers. UGC is in the core of 

the active participation and engages the audience and the content creators. 
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While the AIDA model has long served as a good framework for studying consumer 

behaviour, it also has limitations. Critics argue that the model is too simplistic, and its 

structure oversimplifies the purchase path, especially when studying modern consumer 

behaviour in digital contexts where decision-making is not simple and is influenced by 

various factors (Smith, 2004). For example, consumers may switch between interest and 

desire several times while searching for more information or considering alternative 

products. The final step in the AIDA model is the purchase, and the model does not take into 

account post-purchase behaviours such as leaving reviews which is increasingly important 

in influencing the decisions of others in the digital environment (Hoffman et al., 1996). 

Francis et al. (2018) presents a new view for modern consumer's decision journey, which 

can be viewed as a loop that considers the continuous evaluation of a brand after purchase. 

This model also takes into account the importance of consumer interaction and social proof 

in the purchase path (Edelman et al., 2015). 

Despite these criticisms, the AIDA model provides a useful framework for analysing the 

core of the purchase process and facilitates the focus of the study on relevant points. When 

investigating the impact of user-generated content, the basic principles of the AIDA model 

can be used: attracting attention with authentic and visually appealing content, generating 

interest with compelling stories, creating desire with social proof, and stimulating action 

with integrated platform features.  This study aims to examinate the impact of UGC content 

in capturing attention, sustaining interest, creating desire and encouraging action, and how 

this model behaves in the context of impulsive purchase decisions.  
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3  Methodology 

This chapter will explain the rationale for choosing a qualitative methodology, provide an 

overview of the research design, and describe the data collection and analysis methods. A 

qualitative approach was selected because of the nature of the this research to collect and 

examine participants' experiences, emotions, and attitudes. Semi-structured interviews were 

done within a sample of ten generation Z consumers to gain informative data of their 

decision-making processes. The chapter will also address measures taken to ensure the 

credibility and reliability of the research findings. With qualitative methods, the study aims 

to collect valuable data that can offer a comprehensive understanding of how UGC affects 

and drives towards impulse buying behaviour among generation Z consumers. For linguistic 

refinement in this research, generative AI Copilot and translation AI DeepL were used to 

improve clarity and correct the language. 

3.1  Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are a qualitative research method that allows for both guidance 

and open-ended responses. In semi-structured interviews, there is typically a defined topic 

and a list of related questions, but the researcher has the freedom to explore additional themes 

or focus into new rising topics as the conversation continues. (DeJonckheere et al., 2019) 

For comparison, in structured interviews, questions are followed strictly, whereas semi-

structured interviews allow the interviewer to adapt their questions based on the 

interviewee's responses (Gill et al., 2008).The strength of the semi-structured format lies in 

its flexibility, providing a framework that keeps the discussion on the right topic while also 

allowing the interviewee to offer personal insights. Semi-structured interviews allow for a 

deeper exploration of participants' experiences and attitudes, and they are effective in 

studying complex phenomena, as they allow participants to explain their thoughts and 

behaviors, providing an opportunity to collect rich qualitative data (DiCicco-Bloom et al., 

2006). In this study, semi-structured interviews allow each participant to express their 

thoughts and experiences freely. The aim of this study is to understand the emotional and 
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psychological factors of consumers' purchasing decisions, which makes semi-structured 

interviews suitable for the purpose of the research. (Kallio et al., 2016). 

3.2  Data selection 

Interviewees for the study were selected using purposive sampling. Purposive sampling was 

used to ensure that interviewees were meeting certain requirements and selected based on 

certain criteria to collect valuable data. Criteria were created with the objectives of the study 

to ensure that interviewees have relevant insights for the study. With the defined criteria, it 

was ensured that each participant belonged to generation Z, was a frequent user of social 

media, and exposed to UGC content on a regular basis. Purposive sampling was important 

to create a sample that could provide relevant data for the study. Ten participants were 

chosen to create an efficient dataset size while achieving data saturation. 

Specific criteria were created for the participants to ensure the sample was relevant to the 

objectives of the research and identify individuals who could provide meaningful insights. 

The primary criteria for participation in this study were divided into three main categories. 

Firstly, participants were required to be individuals between 1997 and 2012 to represent the 

generation Z. Also, participants needed to be active daily users of social media platforms 

such as TikTok, Instagram, or Snapchat, where user-generated content is prevalent. Finally, 

participants were required to have experience with viewing and engaging with UGC, 

particularly content related to product recommendations, reviews, or trends were discussed 

in the interviews to collect relevant data for the study. Any social media platforms were not 

restricted or expected, and participants could provide further information themselves of 

which platforms they prefer. 
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Figure 1. Participation criteria 

Out of all the ten participants, eight identified themselves as female and two as male, offering 

different perspectives from genders. Participants had various education levels and included 

some students and some in employment. This was done intentionally to cover various 

socioeconomic profiles and for better insight on how different environments could affect use 

of social media and consumer behaviour. Participants registered a frequent use of social 

media, with the majority reporting use between 2 and 5 hours a day on social media 

platforms. Their exposure of user generated content varied as some of the participant mostly 

looked for product reviews and advice, some had exposure to these passively in their feeds. 

Table 2 presents the distribution of the participants and shows the consumption of social 

media with monthly impulse purchases. 

 

 

Interviewee 

 

Gender 

 

Age 

Consumption 

of social 

media h/day 

Impulse 

purchases 

per month 

R1 Female 27 3-4 h 1-2 

R2 Female 27 >4 h >4  

R3 Female 26 2-3 h >4 

R4 Female 26 4 h 3-4 
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R5 Female 25 4 h 1-2  

R6 Female 24 1-2 h 1-2 

R7 Female 24 1-2 h <1  

R8 Female 24 2-3 h 3-4 

R9 Male 24 2-3 h 2-4 

R10 Male 25 2-3 h 1-2 

Table 3. Interview participants 

3.3  Data collection methods 

After selecting the participants, the interviews were held via Microsoft Teams. All 

participants were given an option to answer questions in Finnish or in English. However, 

each interview was done in Finnish since it is the native language for all the participants, and 

they described that it is more pleasant to keep the conversation flowing in their native 

language. Interviews lasted from 20 to 40 minutes and had enough time for participants to 

think through their thoughts and answers without feeling rushed. All the interviews were 

recorded and transcribed using the integrated software in Microsoft Teams to ensure 

accuracy. Transcripts were also proofread since the original transcripts provided by the 

software seemed to have a slight number of incorrection in the sentence structure. 

Transcriptions are allowed through analysis and identification of the recurring themes and 

patterns in the responses. Recordings and transcriptions of the interviews were anonymized 

by assigning codes to each participant and all participant data was handled in compliance 

with ethical standards for confidentiality. This process ensured that information remained 

private throughout the research. The interviews followed the same basic pattern and went 

through the questionnaire that was created for the study. However, questions were open-

ended to encourage detailed responses, with follow-ups to explore areas of interest with each 

participant. The appendix of the questionnaire can be found as an attachment. The 

questionnaire included demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, occupation) and questions 

about social media habits (e.g., frequency of use, most frequently used platforms, typical 

interactions with UGC). Additionally, participants were asked when they had made the latest 
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purchase that was influenced by social media content. This step ensured that all of the 

interviewees had relevant experiences to share and discuss in the interviews. Also, questions 

about emotional and psychological factors were included in the questionnaire to reach 

holistic understanding of the complex themes. 

3.4  Data analysis 

According to Braun et al. (2006) qualitative data that is collected from semi-structured 

interviews is typically analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis focuses on 

identifying patterns within data and insights of participants’ experiences and behaviours. It 

breaks down the dataset and helps the researcher to find repetitive patterns. It is an ideal 

approach in the research where the objective is to examine and compare how the chosen 

topic resonates with participants and to reveal insights of the experiences and attitudes of 

participants. In this study, the objective is to understand how participants perceive the 

influence of the content in social media on their purchasing decisions. Hence, thematic 

analysis is used in the research to identify patterns within the respondents’ answers to find 

valuable data and answers to the research questions.    

 

Figure 2. Process of the data analysis. 

To create a foundation for the following coding process and to identify recurring themes or 

patterns across the data, the first step of the analysis was to read through and familiarize with 

interview transcripts. Transcripts were read through multiple times to get a comprehensive 

understanding of the content. In the familiarization phase the initial impressions of the most 

valuable responses were highlighted. 

After being familiar with the data, the next step in the study was to code the transcripts. 

Coding the transcripts for key themes is important step to create a structured analysis that is 

easy to comprehend and provides valuable insights into the research questions. This phase 

started with labelling key phrases, sentences and sections of the transcripts that were relevant 
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for the study. The codes that were found in the data provided valuable insights of 

participants' experiences and thoughts. To ensure consistency in handling the data, codes 

were applied to all transcripts and divided based on different themes. After the data was 

coded, the founded codes were grouped into broader themes that represented key patterns 

across the interviews. The themes found in the data formed an umbrella for the previously 

created codes. To make sure that the found themes were accurate and presented the data 

correctly, the next step in the analysis process was to refine the initially created themes. 

During this phase, each theme was checked against the original data to confirm that it was 

supported by the interview responses and some themes were merged or split to create a 

clearer structure. Also, some of the themes were initially separate but later merged since they 

have an overlap in the responses. 

Theme Codes 

Trust in UGC and source credibility 

• Source credibility 

• Daily exposure to UGC 

• Trust in recommendations 

• Social media as source engine 

• Skepticism towards paid content 

• Platform specific impact 

• Platform specific engagement 

• Frequency of UGC encounters 

Authenticity and appeal of UGC 

• Recognized red flags in content 

• Aesthetic appeal of content 

• Relatability of content 

• Authenticity of a creator 

Impulsive need 

• Impulsive vs. deliberate buying 

• Price of impulsive purchase 

• Influencing factors 

• Regret of the impulse purchase 

• Need of multiple recommendations 

• Decision making process 

Social influence  • Social influence 
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• Taking part in a trend 

• Fear of missing out 

• Lifestyle and value addition 

• Seeking inspiration 

Product categories 

• Interest in trending products 

• Importance of prices 

• Greater trust in less expensive 

products 

• WOM on specific products 

• Product feedback and reviews 

Table 4. Thematic analysis 

 Finally, the themes were written up in detail in Microsoft Excel, using direct quotes from 

the interviewees to illustrate each theme. The analysis linked each theme to the research 

questions presented in Chapter 2.  
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4  Key findings 

The following chapter presents the empirical findings from the interviews. As the Chapter 3 

described the data collection, this chapter continues to evaluate and analyse more in depth 

the collected data. Findings will be presented according to the founded key themes, the trust 

in UGC and source credibility, authenticity and appeal of the content, impulsive versus 

research driven buying, social influence in buying and finally the role of product categories. 

 

 

Figure 3. Correlation between hours spent on social media and monthly impulse purchases 

The Figure 1. represents positive correlation between hours spent on social media and the 

number of impulsive purchases. The figure includes all the participants’ responses and since 

some participants had similar answers the figure represents eight points instead of ten which 

is the correct number of responses. As the average number of social media hours per day 

increases while the number of impulsive purchasing correspondingly rises. More exposure 

to social media and user generated content enhances the likelihood of impulsive purchasing. 

The correlation presented in the Figure 3. illustrates the effects of social media on impulsive 

purchasing behaviour and suggests that the use of social media platforms is in an important 

role in shaping consumer behaviour in the context of impulse purchases. 
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4.1  Trust and source credibility in UGC 

The first theme that emerged from the interviews was trust and source credibility. 

Interviewees experienced different perspectives on the factors that influence commercial 

content, and an interesting recurring theme in the discussions was how the source of the 

content can influence attitudes towards it. The interviewees’ responses suggest that there is 

no simple answer to how daily exposure to content, platform-specific characteristics, and 

perceived distrust of brand-generated content affect the interpretation of content. Participants 

repeatedly reported that the source influences the credibility of content and whether they 

trust the user-generated content they see. Content that was seen as a peer-reviews, such as 

product reviews from other individual social media users, was often described as more 

trustworthy than the content created by brands or influencers. Also, recurring theme among 

respondents was scepticism towards paid influencers, since the majority of respondents 

expressed that they do not trust content that seems overly commercialized, as it does not feel 

authentic. Many respondents also said that they often quickly spot brand sponsored content, 

which they perceived as less authentic and more biased. Participants stated that, 

R6: “[--] for example, when I see commercial partnerships where those content creators 

are paid, I see those with a little more critical eye because it is their work to do so. But 

if there is a genuine recommendation, and it does not involve any paid collaboration and 

someone [creator] is professional or has long experience in a particular field, then it 

might affect [the decision-making process] also. 

R3: “[--] but then again, when you realize that the person got paid from it [the 

recommendation], I think it weakens the credibility a bit. And then if someone 

recommends it purely as themselves, I feel that they really think it's a good product, 

because they don't benefit from it financially.” 

Based on the responses of the interviewees, trust towards the content and source credibility 

are viewed as important factors in the content. The role of perceived authenticity was a 

recurring theme across the interviews and participants’ trust towards the consumed content 

seems to be shaped by their ability to depart the genuine content from paid content and overly 

curated content. The frequency of UGC encounters has built the ability of recognizing the 

authentic content and in the other hand, being more cautious of the biased content. Many of 
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the participants felt sceptical about influencer and brand created content which highlighted 

the importance of authentic content that can be relatable. 

An additional theme that relates heavily on trust and credibility was found from participants' 

responses regarding the impact of receiving recommendations from friends or other close 

contacts. The relationship between the content creator and the consumer seems to influence 

the level of trust and the likelihood of acting on for example product recommendations. 

Participants consistently emphasized that recommendations from friends or close contacts 

were perceived as more trustworthy compared to those from influencers or brands. This trust 

was related to personal connection which automatically builds up trust and lowers the biased 

motives. Participants explained, 

R6: “I get a lot of recommendations from my friends, and I feel like those 

recommendations are honest. That is why I might get sincerely interested [in purchasing] 

because I know they wouldn’t recommend anything bad.” 

R2: “[--] and if a friend sends me recommendations on Snapchat, it usually works on me 

because I know they will give a genuine opinion. Then I know for sure that no one is 

paying for them to do it.” 

The findings from the responses align with previous research on word-of-mouth 

communication, which shows that personal trust is an important factor in the credibility of 

recommendations (Trusov et al., 2009). The responses support the fact that when UGC is 

made by someone from a personal network, it carries a level of familiarity and shared context 

and interests. Recommendations from friends or close contacts also have an emotional 

weight and participants described feeling more interested in a product if it was recommended 

by someone they cared about. Two interviewees noted,  

R8: “If a good friend or family member of mine recommends something, I consider it to 

be the most reliable.” 

R5: “I know what kind of people my friends and family are and, in that sense, I think 

that their recommendations are more reliable compared to someone random on the 

internet.” 

These responses demonstrated how valuable emotional connections are and how they create 

stronger motivation and a greater need to act to purchase the recommended product. It can 
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be concluded that the effect of recommendations from friends and family members can be 

seen more as social proof in the process of purchasing. Participants often described feeling 

validated in their purchasing decisions, especially in scenarios where their friends 

encouraged the purchase decision. Participants also found it pleasant to find a common 

interest related to the recommended purchase, and the possibility to share experiences about 

the products increased the bond between friends. This finding supports the social proof 

theory (Cialdini, 2001), in which the actions of others act as an incentive for an individual’s 

consumption behaviour. The theory also suggests that recommendations from friends and 

family increase the trust in the consumed content and can improve credibility compared to, 

for example, recommendations from influencers or brand itself. 

4.2  Authenticity of the content 

Authenticity emerged as one important theme in how participants perceive UGC, as well as 

how it influences their purchasing behaviour. The importance of authentic content continues 

to be mentioned by participants and perceived authenticity seems to be in an important role 

on purchasing intentions and whether deciding to act upon seen UGC or not. Aesthetic 

appeal, relatability, and perceived authenticity of the content creators were seemingly 

important factors affecting the overall authenticity of the content. Also, many participants 

reflected having an awareness of marketing tactics, as well as being aware of specific factors 

that are influencing whether they perceive UGC to be authentic or not. Over-polished or 

even scripted content was usually perceived with suspicion since they felt this content being 

produced with less actual interest in promoting it. Participants also mentioned the role of 

aesthetic appeal in making content engaging and building interest. UGC that was interesting 

but not too polished would be viewed as authentic. The participants reported, 

R5: “But on the other hand, I like a bit more authentic content. It's nice if it's kind of 

aesthetic but it doesn't strike me in the same way as someone random just talking about 

a product.” 

R10: “If I notice that person clearly reads straight from the paper, I assume that they're 

not really interested of the product or doesn't genuinely share their own experiences, 

that's an immediate sign to me that they haven't even used the product themselves.” 
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This balance between aesthetic high-quality content combined with casualness seems to 

resonate with participants, since it aligns with their preference for relatable and inspirational 

content at the same time. The aesthetic style of content also varied by platform. For example, 

in TikTok, where the content is short-form videos, it was often perceived as a platform for 

more authentic content. In contrast, because Instagram is known for more polished imagery, 

it was sometimes perceived as less genuine. One participant mentioned, 

R4: “In TikTok I often get temptation to splurge. [--] maybe Instagram has not integrated 

as well into the advertising culture compared to TikTok and I feel like in TikTok people 

advertise more without any commercial partnerships and they just genuinely want to talk 

about a product they have bought.” 

This highlights how platforms can affect the perceptions of authenticity of the consumed 

content. Excessive product placement or overly positive tone were also mentioned as signs 

of inauthenticity according to the participants. One respondent explained,  

R2: “[--] if they give honest and sometimes even negative comments of it [the product], 

it is in my opinion a good sign of credibility.” 

Responses indicate that transparency and a portrayal of products are essential factors on hw 

authentic the content will be. Beyond only the content itself, also perceived authenticity of 

the content creator was mentioned as a factor of trust in UGC. Participants valued more 

creators who were perceived as genuine and content that felt transparent, for example, one 

respondent commented,  

R3: “If for example video is somehow extra funny or it has a little something more than 

just the product in it, then it gives such a general good vibe”. 

Additionally, participants expressed a preference for creators who appeared passionate or 

even professionals of the products they discussed. In conclusion, it was found that expertise 

and sincerity are key factors affecting the authenticity of content creators. 

From the collected data the content authenticity was found to be one of the key factors in 

affecting the effectiveness of the UGC. The findings indicate that both the content and the 

creator of the content influence the perceived genuineness of UGC. It was found that 

participants had a clear understanding of overly polished promotions or an absence of 

transparency and the interviewees perceived authenticity and genuine content more relatable 
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and appealing than overly curated content. Also, the balance between aesthetic appeal and 

genuine opinions is viewed as highly authentic and transparent. Platform norms seem to be 

an important factor of how the participants perceived the content. For example, TikTok was 

perceived as more authentic compared to Instagram. Authenticity has a crucial role in 

generation Z’s engagement with UGC while it affects the trust in the content and also their 

likelihood of acting on it. From the interviewee responses it can be concluded that balancing 

aesthetic appeal with relatability in the content usually resonates with this demographic. 

4.3   Impulsive need 

One important theme in the research was to study on the factors that create the strong need 

for purchasing the product that the consumer has not earlier planned to buy. The findings 

from the interviews discussed impulsive and more deliberate buying behaviours and the 

interviews focused on the factors motivating impulse purchases, and the possible emotional 

factors associated with the decisions. Interestingly, participants frequently distinguished 

between impulsive and deliberate purchasing behaviours. All the interviewees recognized 

impulsive purchasing as quick decisions made shortly after encountering interesting content. 

All of the participants admitted to being encountered a situation when the purchase was 

driven by emotional reactions rather than careful evaluation. One respondent shared,  

R2: “If there is some really hyped product, I might worry that it will be sold out quickly, 

because it happens often when some specific product is trending on TikTok, and I fear 

that I’m not going to get it if I don’t buy it right away.” 

In contrast, some participants explained that deliberate buying involves a more rational 

approach, and it takes time to research products and weigh the options. One interviewee 

explained,  

R6: “I like to do some research on more expensive purchases and it's really easy to do it 

in TikTok and you can quickly find many reviews, which I think might even speed up 

the decision-making process.” 

It was also noticed in the interviews that interviewees had a similar experience of impulsive 

purchases being more common for lower-cost items. Expensive products often triggered a 

longer evaluation process and required additional justification or research about the product. 
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Participants agreed that the higher-priced products needed more careful decision-making and 

lower price seemed to be a significant driver for more impulsive behaviour. Most of the 

participants admitted to more likely make impulsive purchases when the price was perceived 

as affordable or low risk. One respondent explained, 

R10: “If we're talking about some small investment, for example a ten-euro thing, then 

yes, it makes me more likely to buy it if it's not a big investment.” 

Findings indicate that the impulsiveness is influenced by the financial risk of the purchase. 

The lower-cost purchases are not perceived as risky as more high-priced purchases. In 

addition to financial risk, the risk of disappointment was also mentioned by the participants. 

Disappointment was connected to the financial risk and participants explained to feel more 

disappointed if the expensive purchase is not meeting the expectations. Some of the 

participants admitted to feeling regret after purchasing products they didn’t truly need or that 

failed to meet their expectations. One interviewee shared, 

R2: “The best part is usually when I am waiting for the package and get the notification 

that the package has arrived. After I have it, it is rarely anything super nice.” 

The role of UGC is creating a sense of urgency that often bypasses rational decision-making 

processes. While UGC can drive quick decisions, it can also lead to regret if expectations 

are not met or after the adrenaline of buying. Although impulsive purchases were common, 

participants often required validation from multiple sources before deciding whether to 

purchase or not. Seeing the same product recommended by several users increased trust and 

reduced hesitation as one participant explained,  

R6: “When I start considering purchasing, I need to see multiple recommendations from 

multiple individuals for reassurance. For example, with clothes, I need to see several 

recommendations where they try it on.” 

Reliance on multiple recommendations indicates that even impulsive decisions can have a 

evaluative process which is often faster than in traditional and more deliberate purchasing 

decisions. Usually, participants explained to do the additional research on the same platform 

where they encountered the initial content. The research process for UGC influenced 

purchases was typically quick and more emotionally driven than deliberate purchases. 

Participants described being drawn to UGC that triggered immediate interest or excitement 

as one respondent explained,  
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R9: “I would just say that it is pretty quick process when something is added into my 

shopping cart, and often I don’t think about it too much.” 

However, the purchasing process often involved checks for credibility that included for 

example evaluating the authenticity of the content creator and comparing recommendations 

or other options within the various platforms. The findings indicate that impulsiveness in 

purchasing behaviour is usually influenced by the emotional appeal of UGC, the price of the 

product, and the recommends provided by multiple recommendations. While most of the 

interviewees were easily influenced by content they saw on social media, they also had 

moments of caution for higher-priced items.  

4.4 Social influence 

Third theme that emerged from the responses was the importance of social proof in shaping 

their trust in user generated content and driving their purchasing decisions. Tendency to seek 

and rely on opinions of other individuals was found to be influential when participants 

encountered UGC. One participant explained, 

R2: “If I see a lot of people hyping the same product for example in TikTok, it makes 

me think it’s something I need to try too.” 

Participants described how the repetitive visibility of a product in UGC had a validating 

effect on its credibility. Additionally, the cases when the content had a lot of likes, 

comments, and shares had an enhancing effect. Peer recommendations also played a major 

role in influencing purchasing decisions and participants had a higher trust in content that 

was created by the individuals they could relate to. The trust in peer-generated content 

indicates the high importance of social connections in affecting the urgent need for the 

product which is presented in the content. Fear of missing out often emerges in response to 

trending products which indicates that emotional triggers are influential factors when 

researching impulsive consumer behavior. One participant shared, 

R2: “I don't always buy it right away and sometimes I think about it for days, but then if 

I see it multiple times after the first time, I feel like I have to buy it right away.” 

The fear of missing out is an emotional reaction which creates a sense of urgency to decision 

making and it can override rational thinking with emotionally driven decision-making 
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process. Participants described a desire to be part of the trends as one of the emotional 

triggers for impulsive purchasing decisions. By owning the products that they have seen 

being featured in trendy content participants were able to achieve a sense of belonging and 

stay up to date with the trends. Participants described how the algorithms of platforms can 

affect the credibility of content, since algorithms usually boost popular content and trends, 

creating a loop where products get continuous exposure. One participant shared, 

R4: “But of course if I'm interested in a product and then it comes up all the time on my 

for you page and I see it on everyone, it makes me want it more.” 

Interestingly, the collective behavior of users was seen as a form of social validation that 

influenced purchasing decisions. Peer pressure and group dynamics were particularly 

influential for participants when it came to products associated with trends and several 

participants described situations where they had purchased products because their friends or 

were using and recommending them as one interviewee explained,  

R10: “Usually, if all my friends are talking about some new product that is trending for 

example in TikTok, I also feel like I want to be able to discuss and share opinions of the 

trendy product.” 

The findings indicate on how social influence affects not only in online interactions but also 

offline interactions. Interviewees mentioned that popularity of the trending product was 

often viewed as a good sign and they were more likely to buy products that appeared to be 

widely endorsed by others. However, some participants also expressed skepticism towards 

overly hyped products and thought that popularity can sometimes be fake or not authentic. 

Participants explained,  

R8: “The products that I see a lot of people talking about often get me interested and I 

am more easily convinced that the product is worth the hype.” 

R1: “[--] and I have seen many products that were super trendy and everyone on TikTok 

were making videos about them, but the hype faded very quickly so that is why I usually 

try to think if the content I see is an honest opinion or if it is made just to keep up with 

some trend” 

Findings about the social influence indicate that the balance of the content must be between 

popularity and authenticity to maintain credibility. Social influence is a phenomenon which 
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is affected by multiple factors. Most importantly social proof, emotional triggers, and the 

platform specific culture was mentioned by the participants. However, the effects of social 

influence seem not to be uniform, and some participants explained more evaluation of trends 

and popular products than the others.  

4.5 Product categories 

One of the research objectives is to find the possible difference between product categories 

in the context of impulsive purchasing. There were no limitations on the product categories 

in the interviews to ensure that all the interviewees could be included into a conversation 

despite of the diverse areas of interests. Responses revealed a few noticeable patterns 

depending on the type of product. The products that were mentioned by participants were 

mostly everyday products and low-cost items, such as cosmetics, snacks, or inexpensive 

clothing. Also, restaurant recommendations were viewed as influential content. Participants 

described feeling more comfortable making impulse purchases in these categories because 

the financial risk was lower than in the higher priced products. One interviewee shared,  

R1: “Mostly I buy impulsively cosmetic products or clothes [--] maybe I would say 

cosmetics the most. I use a lot of TikTok and because of the algorithms I watch the 

beauty content the most because it is shown the most frequently in my for you page 

and usually I like the content.” 

The participants highlight some product-specific characteristics in affecting the 

effectiveness of UGC which are price, complexity, and personal relevance. The products 

that were perceived as not expensive made them more likely to be impulsively purchased. 

Participants mentioned that they were frequently exposed to product recommendations and 

this type of content often focused on visual appeal and quick demonstrations of the products. 

Particularly on TikTok and Instagram participants mentioned short videos of makeup 

tutorials or “before-and-after” transformations as highly interesting. Aspirational and 

convenient content and the possibility to see products in action worked as a driver to 

immediate purchasing decisions. In contrast, participants explained being more deliberate 

when considering purchasing high-priced or luxury products. Content including product 

recommendations for electronics and designer goods often required more consideration and 

multiple recommendations to call to action. Participants explained, 
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R1: “I like to watch multiple reviews or demonstrations on how the product work if 

it is some expensive product.” 

R5: “ [--] and the Dyson hairdryer is still on my shopping list and I see content about 

it all the time, but it costs over 500 € so I can’t just randomly buy it even though I 

have considered it a long time already” 

For more expensive product categories, participants required included detailed reviews, 

comparisons, and demonstrations, before deciding. Additionally, participants relied heavily 

on perceived expertise, favoring creators who appeared knowledgeable or experienced with 

the product. Interestingly, fashion was another category where UGC had a strong influence, 

and participants frequently referenced social media platforms as a key source of inspiration 

for clothing and accessories. One respondent explained, 

R7: “When I see someone in TikTok that have a nice style of clothing I usually start 

following them to get inspiration and tips where to purchase that specific piece of 

clothing.” 

Content on fashion items often leveraged emotional triggers like fear of missing out or the 

desire to stay on-trend. Participants described being influenced by content that created the 

sense of urgency with using phrases such as “run don’t walk” or “you need this in your life”. 

Also, content that was showcasing how specific items fit into different sizes, styles or 

aesthetics were perceived as influential. The influence of UGC on purchasing decisions 

seems to be somewhat dependent on the product category but the price and emotional appeal 

have the most influence regardless of the product. For every day and low-cost items, UGC 

triggers impulsive purchases more easily and it is usually driven by visual appeal and 

frequent exposure. In comparison, more expensive products require more evaluation and 

time to see more reviews and opinions to drive towards the purchase. Participants explained 

to rely on brand created content and fact-based information with more expensive products, 

but the lower cost products did not demand long evaluation or further information. 
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5  Discussion 

The objective of this thesis was to collect and examine data on how user generated content 

influences the impulsive purchasing behavior of generation Z consumers and further the 

existing research to provide an understanding of how UGC shapes younger generations 

consumer decisions. The data for the study was collected through semi structured interviews 

and during the data collection multiple themes that emerged across the interviews. These 

themes were trusted in content, authenticity, social influence, and difference between 

product categories. Based on the findings, this chapter aims to provide implications for 

brands on how to adapt UGC marketing strategies effectively and better understand 

emotional and psychological factors affecting gen Z. The chapter will also outline the 

limitations of the study and suggest future research. 

The findings also support previous research which has suggested that UGC drives impulse 

purchases. The main drivers to impulsive behavior were recognized to be included in content 

that has social proof, authenticity and reliability while feeling organic. In comparison, 

traditional brand created content is not perceived as authentic for gen Z consumers. Also, 

one main objective of the study was to examine the trust and source credibility of UGC in 

order to understand the effectiveness in the context of impulsive purchasing behavior. The 

results suggest that consumers’ level of trust in recommendations depends on the perceived 

authenticity of the content creator. Participants expressed skepticism towards paid content 

and preferred recommendations from individual users. Findings suggest that gen Z 

consumers can recognize genuine recommendations from paid and brand created content.  

During the interviews, participants noted that their engagement with user-generated content 

often varies depending on the platform. For example, TikTok was perceived as more 

authentic compared to Instagram in the context of content, and interviewees perceived 

Instagram as more curated which is usually not perceived as trustworthy. Participants often 

mentioned that they are more likely to act when they see several users recommending the 

same product and the findings highlight the role of social influence in driving impulse 

purchases. This finding is consistent with the concept of social proof theory that individuals 

seek validation from others in decision making and consumers’ opinions can form based on 

the opinions of others. The fear of missing out was also a theme that emerged from the data. 
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Many participants stated that they purchased products because they felt compelled to act 

quickly after seeing recurring product recommendations. Trends are often short-lived which 

causes the sense of urgency and content that leverage real-time engagement, and viral trends 

can be highly effective in driving impulse purchases. 

Additionally, findings confirm that trust in perceived user generated content is an important 

factor in impulsive purchasing behavior. Generation Z perceives user generated content as 

more reliable and unbiased compared to traditional brand created advertising. When gen Z 

consumers determine whether a recommendation is trusted the credibility of the content 

creator plays a crucial role. Individual users and micro-influencers tend to have a greater 

impact compared to paid influencer marketing. Brands should prioritize organic content 

strategies and utilize user generated reviews and leverage real-time engagement in order to 

engage the younger generation. Additionally, by understanding platform-specific behaviors 

brands can optimize their content strategies to match consumer expectations in chosen 

platform.  

One of the frameworks used in the thesis was the AIDA model. The framework was chosen 

to examine how impulsive purchasing behaviour affects the steps of the model.  It can be 

noted that impulsive buying behaviour can shape the steps of the AIDA model, as the 

decision is often made without deliberation. When acting impulsively, consumers may move 

directly from attention to action without the interest and desire stages. Although the AIDA 

model assumes that consumers' purchase decisions proceed rationally, the purchase decision 

from attention to action may happen without any need for deliberation. In some situations, 

consumers were not acting immediately after seeing UGC that included product 

recommendations consumer moved instantly to consideration stage, however skipping the 

interest phase. Impulsive behaviour is often motivated by emotions that are not triggered by 

a logical need, but by emotional factors. In summary, by leveraging social validation, and 

engaging consumers emotionally, user generated content has become a driver in impulsive 

purchasing behavior. As social media continues to evolve, brands must be able to adapt their 

strategies to align with the preferences and behaviors gen Z consumers. 
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5.1  Limitations 

This study has limitations that need to be acknowledged, and for understanding the relevancy 

of the findings and for guiding future research it is important to acknowledge these 

limitations. Firstly, the study is based on a relatively small and homogenous sample. All 

participants were Finnish individuals which may limit the generalizability of the findings to 

other geographical contexts since UGC may be perceived differently. Secondly, the semi 

structured interview relies on participants reporting information themselves. While this 

method allows for rich responses, it also has a risk where participants may not accurately 

reflect on their behaviour. Finally, platform specificity also presents a challenge. While 

participants referred to platforms like TikTok and Instagram, social media is rapidly 

evolving which can affect and change each platform dynamic. While the research offers 

valuable data, the future studies should address these limitations. 

5.2  Applications 

The findings of this study have practical implications for brands that are seeking to 

implement a strategy to engage generation Z consumers in social media. When considering 

the UGC as a method for reaching the gen Z consumer brands should have the emphasis on 

authenticity and trustworthiness of the content. Brands should invest in content strategies 

that feel organic rather than promotional. As the findings revealed, gen Z consumers were 

engaged with content that highlighted the social proof and fear of missing out effects. 

Additionally, the more content creator felt relatable and authentic the more participants have 

the need to purchase. By collaborating with micro-influencers, encouraging consumer 

reviews, and leveraging real-time social media trends brands can enhance engagement and 

drive consumers towards the conversion. Also, brands should consider strategically 

platform-specific approaches. By recognizing how different social media platforms 

characteristics shape consumer perceptions it brands are able to create more interesting and 

engaging content.  
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5.3  Future research 

This thesis focused particularly on generation Z consumers which limits the possible 

applications to other generations. Further research could explore how the findings could be 

applicable to other generations such as Millennials or other demographic groups. By 

extending the research to other generations it would allow the results of the survey to be used 

in companies where the target segment does not include gen Z consumers. Also, it could 

allow brands to tailor their content creation more closely to the responsiveness of different 

age groups. 

Additionally, future research could collect more behavioral tracking data to measure the 

impact of user generated content from a more data-driven point of view. Data that includes 

metrics such as click-through-rates and actual conversions following user generated content 

would extend the research and offer evidence of how consumers act based on the content 

they consume. Also, more data-driven research would allow researchers to identify patterns 

and correlations between different types of UGC. 

A more detailed examination of various forms of UGC could provide a more detailed 

understanding of content specific impacts on impulse purchasing. Future research could 

evaluate which types of UGC is the most effective in encouraging spontaneous purchases. 

In this study, some specific product categories were identified as more commonly purchased 

impulsively. Research could extend by studying more if some content may excel in creating 

desire, while others may function primarily to reduce perceived risk. 
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6  Conclusions  

By collecting data from semi structured interviews this study examined the factors behind 

the phenomena of impulsive consumer behavior triggered by user generated content and how 

it influences generation Z’s impulse purchasing behavior. By examining the interview data 

and existing academic research the study aimed to provide a clearer understanding of the 

phenomena of increasing impulse purchases among gen Z consumers and the factors behind 

it. The findings confirm that UGC can work as a driver in shaping purchasing decisions when 

it is delivered through the correct platform and combined with emotional engagement. This 

final chapter of the study summarizes the key findings by examining the answers to the 

research questions set in the beginning of the study. 

 

” How does user generated content influence Generation Z’s impulse purchasing 

behavior?” 

 

During the interviews participants were asked to describe situations where UGC had led 

them to purchase products without prior need for purchase. All the interviewees were able 

to provide example situations of impulsive purchase that was caused by content they had 

consumed on social media. Participants reasoned the impulsive purchasing to be often driven 

by feel of urgency or other emotional triggers. As noted earlier by Rodgers et al. (2014), 

brands need to recognize the power of UGC, and this study further emphasizes that its impact 

is closely related to the platform it appears on. Additionally, Shahbaznezhad et al. (2021) 

noted that different social media platforms engage users. For instance, visually appealing 

platforms, in particular can influence buying behaviour, however it was found that overly 

curated content was not seen as authentic. Gen Z consumers perceive UGC as more 

trustworthy because it is produced by peers and individual users. Relatability of the content 

enhances the credibility and lowers the barriers to impulsive purchasing. UGC is often seen 

as a social proof and when users repeatedly see a product recommended by others it is seen 

as a message of popularity, encouraging them to make purchases. Additionally, authenticity 

was found to be one of the most important factors when creating content for gen Z 
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consumers. Gen Z consumers are quick to recognize inauthentic and paid content which they 

perceive less interesting. Based on the findings, it can be concluded that UGC influences 

generation Z's impulse purchases by increasing product desirability and by affecting the 

emotional and psychological factors through peer recommendations. UGC can move 

consumer behavior from a rational activity towards more socially motivated and emotionally 

driven purchasing behaviour. 

 

Q1: “What characteristics of social media platforms drive impulsive purchasing among gen 

Z?” 

 

The findings suggest that the role of personalized content and visually appealing formats are 

the most engaging among the gen Z consumers. Platforms like TikTok and Instagram have 

content that is personalized, emotionally engaging content and also enable direct purchases 

without leaving the app. These findings align with Shahbaznezhad et al. (2021), who found 

that visually appealing content enhances the emotional connection and drives towards 

impulsive purchasing behaviour. Participants frequently mentioned features such as "For 

You" feed and swipe-up features as making it easier to act without needing to exit the 

platform. One of the central conclusions is that the effectiveness of UGC is tied to the 

platform in which it is encountered. Social media platforms such as TikTok and Instagram, 

which are seen as more visually appealing were also found to encourage to impulse buying 

behaviour. Participants evaluated also the time they spend in the social media daily and 

findings suggest that the longer the time spent on social media the more likely it is to 

purchase products without prior planning.  Social media platforms continuously expose users 

to relevant and engaging content without active search. Recurring content raises the interest 

and lowers the barrier for making purchases. These finding aligns with and builds on the 

work of Rodgers et al. (2014) and Shahbaznezhad et al., (2024), who have emphasized the 

role of platform-specific when evaluating the effectiveness of UGC. The second sub-

question focused on the emotional and psychological factors of UGC. 

 

Q2: “How does emotional and psychological factors affect impulsive decision making?” 
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Findings revealed that emotions were often one of the main reasons to act impulsively after 

encountering UGC and emotions often overruled the rational decision-making. Among 

generation Z, impulse purchases were closely linked to emotional drivers and the perceived 

authenticity of content creators. In the situations where participants frequently encountered 

product recommendations from other individuals they felt a sense of urgency that drove them 

towards impulsive decision or considering the purchase. In addition, social validation also 

has an important role which was often found lead to impulsive purchases without planning 

or deliberation. These results are in line with theories of impulsive behaviour, which suggest 

that emotional attachment can overrule logical decision making and make individuals more 

sensitive to external cues. Additionally, the uses and gratifications theory explained how 

consumers seek gratification in the content they consume. In the context of uses and 

gratifications theory, the authenticity and relatability can be identified as the gratification 

which encourages towards the impulsive behaviour.  Several participants mentioning 

feelings of excitement, curiosity and fear of missing out as reasons for their unplanned 

purchases. The findings confirm that generation Z is particularly sensitive to emotionally 

engaging content and emotional and psychological factors emerged as key drivers for 

impulsive purchasing behavior. Additionally, this confirms the strategic value of more 

personal and relatable content in marketing. 

 

Q3: “Are certain product categories more likely to be purchased impulsively due to UGC 

exposure?” 

 

The final sub-question examined the role of different product categories in the context of 

impulsive purchasing behaviour. The findings suggest that beauty and fashion products are 

the most frequently purchased impulsively and both categories were mentioned in the 

interviewee’s responses. These products are relatively easy to present in video or picture 

formats in engaging way and are often featured in contexts that can feel relatable. 

Participants were more likely to purchase on impulse when it came to items that were 

affordable and trending. In comparison, more expensive purchases required often more 

deliberation and were not as impulsively purchased. For example, cosmetics and clothing 
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items were mentioned in multiple interviews as an product that are easy to purchase without 

further deliberation. These categories naturally suit the fast-paced, emotionally engaging 

style of UGC. 

In summary, user-generated content impacts generation Z’s impulse purchasing behavior by 

combining emotional engagement, authenticity and creating a sense of urgency. Social 

media platforms that generation Z consumers spend time on are effective in creating the 

impulsive need of products that they have not planned to purchase. Emotional and 

psychological triggers like excitement, aspiration, and FOMO play a key role in decision-

making and product categories that are part of current trends are typical to impulse 

purchases.  

The findings of this thesis contribute to academic understanding and practical applications 

of marketing strategies. Also, the findings show how well designed and distributed content, 

can effectively influence impulsive purchasing behavior. UGC marketing strategies that 

emphasize authenticity and respond rapidly to trends are more likely to engage this 

generation Z consumers. Additionally, it is important for brands to tailor content according 

to platform culture and recognize that consumer expectations and behaviors differ between 

the social media platforms. This research contributes to the literature on digital consumer 

behavior and offers understanding of the intersection between social media, UGC, and 

impulsive buying. In conclusion, user generated content is a powerful and complex driver in 

generation Z’s purchasing behavior since it combines peer influence, emotional engagement, 

and social media platforms. As social media platforms and digital marketing continue to 

evolve, strategies and frameworks around it must evolve as well to understand and engage 

the next generation of consumers. 
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Appendix 1. Interview questionnaire 

General background and use of social media 

Q1: Could you tell us a little about yourself? How old are you and what do you do (student 

or employed)? 

Q2: How much time do you spend on social media on a daily basis and which platforms 

do you use most (e.g. TikTok, Instagram)? 

Q3: Can you describe your purchasing behaviour, do you find that you are generally more 

of a deliberative or impulsive decision maker? 

Exposure and interaction with social media content 

Q4: How often do you come across social media content where individuals talk about their 

experiences with products, for example in the form of reviews or videos? 

Q5: Can you describe a situation where you saw such content and it made you consider 

buying a product, even though you had not originally planned to do so?  

Q6: How did you find that content was different from a regular advertisement? 

Impact of content on purchasing decisions 

Q7: What features of the content that recommends the product make you trust the content 

and consider buying the product?  

Q8: How do you decide whether you can trust a product presented and recommended by 

someone on social media? Or that they are more approachable 

Q9: Do you ever doubt the trustworthiness of testimonials? 

Q10: Which product category are you most likely to impulsively buy (e.g. 

cosmetics/technology)? 

Impulse buying and the impact of platforms 

Q11: How quickly do you usually make purchasing decisions based on seeing someone 

recommend a product on social media? Do you take a long time to think about it or do you 

act quickly? 

Q12: Do some platforms, such as TikTok or Instagram, have a greater impact on you 

making quick purchasing decisions? Why? 
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Emotional and psychological triggers 

Q13: When you see someone recommending it on social media, have you ever felt that you 

have to buy it quickly to avoid missing out on something (e.g. a discount or a trend)? 

Q14: Have you ever bought a product just because it seemed popular or part of a trend and 

did you feel that it added something of value to your life? 

Comparison between influencer and regular user content 

Q15: How does the content shared by regular users compared to influencers/brands affect 

you compared to them?  

Q16: Do you experience any differences between them in terms of reliability or decision 

making? 

Q17: Do you follow influencers whose content influences your purchasing decisions?  

Q18: How does their content differ from the content shared by regular users? 

Purchase decision and after the purchase 

Q19: How often do you think you didn't need to make a purchase or have you ever 

regretted a purchase you made after seeing someone recommend a product on social 

media?  

Q20: Do you have a certain price limit that you consider buying beyond, even if it's on sale 

or on a popular trend? 

Q21: What about products in a lower price range, such as cosmetics or clothing - do you 

buy them more impulsively than more expensive products? 

Q22: Do you tend to compare the product or price if you are considering a quick purchase? 

Do you use other users' reviews or recommendations to help you? 

Q23: When does the need for comparison diminish - for example, if the product is very 

popular or has already been recommended by many social media users? 

 

 


