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MARKETING | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Pandemic effects on social media marketing 
behaviors in India
Andrew N. Mason1*, Matt Brown2, Kevin Mason2 and John Narcum2

Abstract:  This research examined the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on social 
media marketing in India. There is little research on the impact of a pandemic on 
consumer behaviors. To address this gap, this exploratory study surveyed Indian 
consumers’ social media behaviors. Observations from 313 Indian consumers were 
collected to compare how their social media behaviors for consumer decision- 
making have changed since the COVID-19 pandemic started. A Wilcoxon signed- 
rank test was used to test mean differences in social media behaviors prior to and 
after the COVID-19 pandemic began. The findings demonstrated increased usage of 
social media as a tool for consumer decision-making. With the global reach of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the implications of a growing prominence of social media in 
consumer-decision making are likely relevant to most nations. Recommendations 
for the use of social media as a marketing tool are provided.

Subjects: Consumer Psychology; Asian Business; Advertising; Consumer Behaviour; 
Internet / Digital Marketing / e-Marketing; Marketing Communications; Retail Marketing; 
Health & Society; Health Conditions  

Keywords: COVID-19; India social media marketing; consumer decision-making
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1. Introduction
In a previous study, the authors examined how the COVID-19 pandemic increased United States 
(U.S.) consumers’ social media marketing behaviors with regards to identifying products, collecting 
product information, comparing products (i.e., shopping), and purchasing products (Mason et al., 
2021). The current study, replicates the previous study, however it examines consumer behaviors 
in India to determine whether the COVID-19 pandemic has similar effects in different cultures.

India has one of the largest population in the world and it has developed considerable digital 
infrastructure in recent years. Therefore, India is emerging into a significant digital communica-
tions market. With 1.2 billion telecom subscribers, India is the second largest telecom market and 
has the third largest Internet market with approximately 500 million users (Sarkar & Sarkar, 2019). 
Furthermore, with millions of Facebook and Twitter users, social media can provide Indian busi-
nesses with a digital medium for segmented consumer communications. As such, India provides 
significant opportunity for digital marketing growth.

A potential catalyst for increased social media usage in India and throughout the world is the current 
COVID-19 health care crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic was the defining event for the world in 2020, 
causing nearly 300,000 deaths in India as of May 20, 20201 (India Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, 
2021). In addition, COVID-19 has caused tremendous economic havoc worldwide. For example, COVID- 
19 has been associated with significant GDP declines in the U.S. (Mason, 2020) and led to increased 
unemployment (Mitchell, 2020). In like manner, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a deep recession as 
India’s GDP contracted by approximately 24 percent from April to June of 2020 (Slater, 2020).

India utilized business lockdowns, social distancing, and personal quarantines in an attempt to 
slow the spread of COVID-19. The personal contact restrictions along with emerging technologies 
may alter consumer behaviors (Barwitz & Maas, 2018; Edelman & Singer, 2015). Indeed, Mason et 
al. (2021) recently observed an increase in the use of social media in U.S. consumer behaviors. 
Therefore, the purpose of this exploratory research was to examine whether COVID-19 has, like-
wise, impacted Indian consumers’ social media consumer behaviors. More specifically, it needs to 
be determined whether COVID-19 will shift in consumers’ product perceptions and their behaviors 
associated with shopping, product acquisition, and post-purchase behaviors. 

2. Literature review
Laato et al. (2020) summarized the literature on how pandemics have influenced human behavior 
and found that research has focused on how pandemics impact preventive health behaviors, but 
gave only slight attention to a pandemic’s impact on consumer behavior. Examining the COVID-19 
pandemic relative to consumer behaviors can provide insights during a situation where consumers 
are uncertain as to how to behave. In a recent study, Mason et al. (2020) examined shifts in 
U.S. consumers’ decision-making behaviors since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic and found 
an increase in consumers’ use of social media for identifying product needs, shopping, and 
purchasing behaviors since the start of the pandemic.

S-O-R Theory (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974) and the Consumer Decision-Making Model (Nicosia, 
1982) were frameworks used in this investigation. The S-O-R Theory, which is based upon environ-
mental psychology, provided an explanation for how external stimuli can change consumer 
behavior (Kumar et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2014). More specifically, S-O-R Theory states that an 
external stimulus (S) affects an organism (O), which thusly leads to a behavioral response (R) for 
the organism (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). Using S-O-R Theory, Kumar et al. (2020) explained that 
the model is useful for explaining how external stimuli (S) can impact consumers’ (O) cognitive and 
affective processes, thus, affecting consumers’ behaviors (R). For example, news about the COVID- 
19 pandemic could serve as an external stimulus, which could alter consumers’ perceptions, 
leading to changes in their consumer behaviors.
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Nicosia’s Consumer Decision-Making Model provided a useful framework to investigate the types of 
consumer behaviors that are impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, Nicosia’s model 
identified five stages, or behaviors, related to consumer decision-making which consists of behaviors 
associated with identification of product needs, product information searches, comparisons of alter-
native product options, purchase decisions, and post-purchase behaviors (Nicosia, 1982).

2.1. Growing importance of social media marketing
Social media usage, social media usage is on the rise worldwide, including in India (Thota, 2018). 
Uses and Gratification Theory helps to explain why users are attracted to social media. For 
example, Malik et al. (2016) used this theory to examine benefits that Facebook users derived 
from social media activity, and they found that users derived gratification in six different ways. 
More specifically, they found that social media users get gratification in the form of affection, 
attention seeking, habit, information sharing, disclosure, and social influence (Malik et al., 2016).

Additionally, Agarwal and Karahanna (2000) argued that social media users can be attracted to 
social media through a benefit labelled as cognitive absorption (CA). For example, social media can 
provide temporal dissociation and diversion from the passing of time, thus lowering boredom. Also, 
according to Agarwal and Karahanna (2000) users can immerse themselves into social media and 
escape unpleasant realities in life and often feel empowered through a sense of control. Social 
media has been found to empower because it provides consumers with control over product 
options and brand comparisons marketing information (Yuksel et al., 2016).

Evidence indicates that overall use of social media has expanded significantly (Tam & Jeong- 
Nam, 2019). Therefore, it is intuitive to assume that the use of social media for consumer related 
behaviors has likely increased by the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic as consumers’ fears of 
physical contact with others has increased (Knowles et al., 2020). Also, Root (2020) argues that 
social distancing policies have increased a businesses’ need to communicate with consumers 
indirectly. Indeed, Mason et al. (2020) found evidence that consumer’s use of social media use 
has grown for identifying product needs in the U.S since the COVID-19 pandemic began. 
Specifically, in their study, Mason et al. (2020) conducted a critical analysis of published findings 
across healthcare and marketing literature to examine macro changes in US consumer decision- 
making behaviors. They collected survey data from consumers and compared behaviors pre- and 
post-declaration of the pandemic and found that the COVID-19 pandemic has reduced consumers 
desire for personal contact with others when shopping and increased reliance on indirect digital 
communications.

As mentioned earlier, Laato et al. (2020) argued that research is needed to understand how 
pandemics, such as COVID-19, impact consumer behaviors. Therefore, this study replicated 
a previous study by Mason et al. (2021) to explored the impact of COVID-19 on consumer behavior 
within the framework of the Consumer Decision-Making Model described earlier. In their study, 
Mason et al. (2021) conducted survey research in the U.S. and found that consumers have 
increased their use of social media for the consumer behaviors related to product needs, product 
information searches, product comparisons (evaluations), product purchases as well as their post- 
purchase satisfaction levels. These findings along with those in Mason et al. (2020), provide the 
basis for the current study of Indian consumers social media marketing behaviors. The following 
sections provide a discussion of consumers’ use of social media as it relates to the framework of 
the Consumer Decision-Making Model (Nicosia, 1982).

2.2. Identifying product needs and social media
In stage one of the consumer decision-making process, consumers recognize the need for 
a product, which occurs when they perceive a difference between their actual and desired states 
of being (Bruner, 1987). According to Thota (2018) a business can activate consumers’ product 
needs with social media by stimulating brand awareness with conversations centered on positive 
aspects of a product. Jashari and Rrustemi (2017) have claimed that social media photos, videos, 
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and comments are stimuli that increased recognition of new personal needs. For example, 
businesses can post favorable brand content and generate increased excitement for their brands 
by boosting their social media posts. In addition, businesses can highlight posts by satisfied 
consumers or social media influencers to create influencing stimuli. Business can also use social 
media influencers to increase product awareness by contracting elite influencers (e.g., celebrities) 
to post positive product or brand information (Wertz, 2019).

As previously mentioned, recent findings of U.S. consumers’ social media behaviors since the 
COVID-19 pandemic started, indicated they have increased use of social media to identify product 
needs (Mason et al., 2020; Mason et al., 2021). It is, therefore, postulated that Indian consumer 
product need identification behaviors have changed as well. Specifically, the following hypothesis 
was tested. 

Hypothesis 1: Indian consumers’ usage of social media to identify product needs has increased since 
the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.3. Product information searches and social media
After a consumer realizes a need, the consumer seeks information on how to satisfy the perceived 
need. At this stage, consumers seek information to consider various characteristics of alternative 
products or brands. Technological improvements and cultural changes have resulted in the 
increased use of social media as a medium of communication and acquiring all sorts of informa-
tion (Tam & Jeong-Nam, 2019). In addition, COVID-19 which led to reduced physical contact with 
others, has increased consumers use of social media to gather needed product information as 
shown in recent U.S. studies (Mason et al., 2020; Mason et al., 2021). Therefore, with respect to 
Indian consumers, the following hypothesis was tested. 

Hypothesis 2: Indian consumers’ usage of social media in shopping to acquire product comparison 
information has increased since the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.4. Evaluating products and social media
Prior to making a purchase decision, consumers reduce choice risk by evaluating product options 
(Bettman, 1979; Howard & Sheth, 1972; Jacoby, 1975; Phillips et al., 1995). To evaluate considered 
products, consumers often rely on decision “rules of thumb,” or heuristics (Srinivasan, 1987; 
Wright, 1972). Using heuristics, consumers will form perceptions based upon generalized product 
cues such as price, fashion, or opinion leader endorsements. Social media allows marketers the 
opportunity to interact with customers in two-way conversations and push the appropriate cue 
that can influence a given consumer. For example, if a consumer posts a concern about a given 
product on a businesses’ social media platform(s), then the business can identify the product 
attribute heuristic cue that is important to that consumer and can supply positive information that 
can resolve the consumer’s concern(s).

Also, consumers reduce perceived risk by seeking choice validation from opinion leaders such 
as perceived experts, friends, and family (Delener, 1990; Voyer et al., 2015). While the COVID-19 
pandemic has limited consumers’ abilities to interact directly with their respective influencers, 
technological advances have increased consumers’ abilities to share product information. As such, 
social media can help consumers make more informed judgments about the benefits and risks 
associated with a given product. Therefore, it seems likely that consumers may increase their use 
of social media to reduce the perceived risk of a given purchase decision. This expectation has 
been shown among U.S. consumers (Mason et al., 2020; Mason et al., 2021) which led to the 
following hypothesis about Indian consumers. 
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Hypothesis 3: Indian consumers’ usage of social media to evaluate the perceived risks of products 
has increased since the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.5. Purchase decisions and social media
Although social media is generally considered a tool for building product and brand awareness, 
some platforms allow for the making of a purchase. While a previous study found that social media 
platforms only accounted for 1.8 percent of 2015 online holiday purchases (Halzack, 2016), it 
seems likely that, with continued technology advances, social media platforms will increase 
purchase capabilities. Mason et al. (2021) showed that U.S. consumers are increasingly using social 
medial as a tool for making product purchases. Given that Indian consumers, similar to their 
U.S. counterparts, embrace technology tools and have been impacted by COVID-19, it is expected 
that Indian consumers have, likewise, increased their use of social media for making product 
purchases since the pandemic began. 

Hypothesis 4: Indian consumers’ usage of social media to purchase products has increased since the 
declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.6. Post-purchase behaviors and social media
The final consumer decision-making model stage occurs after the purchase has been made and 
the consumer formulates purchase emotions of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Consumer satisfac-
tion is necessary for building consumer relationships and loyalty that result in repeat purchases 
(Shemwell et al., 1998; Spreng et al., 1996). Across three studies, Duan and Dholakia (2017) 
showed that consumer postings of their purchases on social media is an increasingly common 
conspicuous consumption behavior that enhances consumers’ emotional happiness of themselves 
and their image with others by making even privately consumed products into publicly consumed 
goods. More specifically, social media allows consumers to post purchases, thus, communicating 
their consumption behaviors in a digital form that expands the traditional “word of mouth” form. 
In addition, social media provides the consumer with more control of the narrative associated with 
purchase and consumption behaviors because it offers asynchronous, selective self-presentation 
communication (Barasch & Berger, 2014; Duan & Dholakia, 2017).

Athwal et al. (2019) found that social media marketing can support consumers’ cognitive and 
emotional needs. More specifically, social media marketing has been found to satisfy consumers’ 
cognitive needs by providing persuasive arguments to support a purchase decision and has been 
used to enhance consumers’ emotional needs by providing entertainment with humor, joy, and 
excitement (Athwal et al., 2019). In other words, social media is a growing vehicle for satisfying 
consumers’ needs to express themselves. Since the COVID pandemic has reduced direct personal 
interactions, it seems likely that consumers would increase their shared experiences through 
a medium such as social media. Indeed, Mason et al. (2021) found evidence that, since the 
beginning of the pandemic, U.S. consumers have increased their use of social media to express 
purchase satisfaction and dissatisfaction. However, their findings lacked statistical significance 
(p = 0.26), which was ascribed to a measurement error. Therefore, the following was postulated for 
Indian consumers. 

Hypothesis 5: Indian consumers’ usage of social media to express product purchase satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction has increased since the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic.

3. Methods
In this study, consumers in India constituted the defined population and served as the sampling 
unit. The dependent variables were five consumer decision-making social media behaviors. 
Dependent variables were assessed based upon the degree to which respondents stated that 
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they use social media to (1) identify product needs; (2) conduct product information searches; (3) 
compare product alternatives; (4) purchase products, and; (5) express post-purchase satisfaction 
levels. The COVID-19 pandemic served as the independent variable and it was measured as the 
time periods before and after news that India was experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic.

A questionnaire created by Mason et al. (2021) was used to examine social media behaviors and 
was administered as a survey to gather social media behaviors in India. Respondents completed 
the survey by rating statements about their consumer decision-making social media use. For 
example, respondents were asked to “Please rate the degree to which you used social media to 
identify needed products before the COVID-19 pandemic” and they were also asked to “Please 
rate the degree to which you currently use social media to identify needed products.” A seven- 
point scale was used where one indicated low social media usage and seven indicated high usage. 
Therefore, the questionnaire consisted of two items which were used to assess each of the five 
dependent variables (i.e., consumers’ social media behaviors), where one item measured beha-
viors prior to the pandemic and the other measured current behaviors. In total, the questionnaire 
had ten dependent variable items. Also, respondents were asked about their social media plat-
form preferences and demographic characteristics. A copy of the questionnaire is provided in the 
Appendix.

The survey questionnaire was administered to 313 consumers in India through a service pro-
vided by Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk), which has been demonstrated to provide high-quality 
data, and it helps researchers to acquire dependable participants (Buhrmester et al., 2011). The 
sampling method employed was a convenience sample. MTurk identified the appropriate subjects 
for the study and respondents independently participated in the survey. Therefore, typical for 
survey data, the respondents were not necessarily a simple random sample of the entire popula-
tion of interest. In other words, the diversity of the entire population of Indian consumers is 
potentially not represented in the surveyed participants. For this reason, demographic information 
of the sample is provided in the results section to describe the respondents.

Multiple statistical methods were used to analyze the data. The primary dependent factors of 
interest, identifying changes in various aspects of social media use before and after the COVID-19 
pandemic, were measured on the same individuals, resulting in a paired (or blocked) experimental 
design. Variances were examined and could not be shown to be significantly different, based upon 
Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance, which showed probability greater than 0.05 for all 
dependent variables. The participant responses are Likert scale data, and thus are not normally 
distributed. While there is support to use either parametric or non-parametric procedures for Likert 
scale data (Winter & Dodou, 2010), the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, appropriate for paired data, was 
used in place of an ANOVA with blocking factor. The assumptions of independence, paired samples, 
and ordinal data were met for the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. Note, ANOVA with a blocking factor 
(the respondent served as the ANOVA blocking factor) and an ordinal quasi-symmetry loglinear 
model were also considered for analyzing the data. All three methods of analysis resulted in the 
same conclusions for each of the hypotheses tested. The analysis reported was selected by “rule of 
parsimony”, that is, when more than one analysis is appropriate and effective, pick the analysis 
that is simplest. Therefore, we choose to report the results with the standard nonparametric 
technique for paired data, specifically the Wilcoxon signed rank test.

4. Results
The sample of Indian consumers had a mean age of 31 years. Respondents’ education levels 
ranged from high school graduate to advanced degrees: with 48% having earned a master’s 
degree. The ethnic makeup consisted primarily of Asians (90.1%), followed by Caucasian (5%) 
and African (3%). Therefore, the sampled subjects provided a fair representation of India’s 
population.
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The Wilcoxon signed rank test identified significant changes in various aspects of social media 
use before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Table 1, presents the Wilcoxon signed-rank results 
for respondents’ use of social media to identify product needs. The computed signed rank statistic 
(2328.5) was significant; which indicated a difference in the mean use of social media after 
declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic. More specifically, the respondents’ social media usage 
increased significantly (p = 0.0354) from 5.46 to 5.62. Thus, the findings supported hypothesis 1 
and show that consumers’ usage of social media for identifying product needs increased after the 
pandemic began.

Indians’ social media shopping activity has also increased. The Wilcoxon signed-rank results for 
mean differences in shopping behavior differed significantly after the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic. As shown in Table 2, the computed signed rank statistic (4219, p < 0.0001) was highly 
significant, as stated in hypothesis 2. The mean for Indians’ use of social media to compare 
products (i.e., shop) increased from 5.36 before to 5.65 after the pandemic began. Thus, the results 
demonstrated that the use of social media for shopping behaviors has increased in India.

Table 3 illustrates that Indian consumers have increased their use of social media to gain 
information about the risk of a given product considered. The computed signed rank statistic 
(4322.5, p < 0.0001) was highly significant, indicating a mean difference for this behavior across 
the pre- and post-pandemic time periods. Specifically, mean use of social media to evaluate the 
risk associated with various products risks increased from 5.19 before the pandemic to 5.53 
currently. The results, therefore, supported hypothesis 3, demonstrating that Indians have 
increased their use of social media to gather information about product risks.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank results for Indians’ mean differences in the use of social media to 
make product purchases, are provided in Table 4. The computed signed rank statistic (3413.5, 
p = 0.0016) is statistically significant, thus, support for hypothesis 4 was observed. That is, Indian 
consumers’ use of social media to make product purchases has significantly increased since the 
start of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Wilcoxon signed-rank results for Indian consumers’ usage of social media to express post- 
purchase satisfaction are provided in Table 5. The computed signed rank statistic (1962.5, 

Table 1. Wilcoxon Signed-Rank - Use Social Media to Identify Product Needs
P-Value Mean pre-COVID-19 

Pandemic
Mean post- 

declaration of COVID- 
19 Pandemic

COVID Pandemic 0.0354a 5.46 5.62
asignificant difference 

Table 2. Wilcoxon Signed-Rank - Use Social Media to Shop/Compare Products
P-Value Mean pre-COVID-19 

Pandemic
Mean post- 

declaration of COVID- 
19 Pandemic

COVID Pandemic <0.0001a 5.36 5.65
asignificant difference 
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p = 0.0679) indicates marginal significance in mean differences for consumers’ use of social media 
for expressing post-purchase satisfaction or dissatisfaction. The mean for this behavior increased 
from 5.20 to 5.33, after the COVID-19 pandemic began. Therefore, the results provided evidence 
and marginal support for hypotheses 5.

In addition to testing consumer’s use of social media for consumer decision-making behaviors, 
we collected data on Indian consumers’ preferred social media platform pre and post- the start of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Table 6 shows Indian consumers’ social media platform preference 
before and after the pandemic. While there are no significant changes in platform preferences, 
there was a slight increase in the use Instagram and a slight decrease in the use of YouTube.

5. Discussion
The results were consistent with recent social media marketing behavior findings in the U.S. 
(Mason et al., 2021) in that they demonstrated an increase in the use of social media consumer 

Table 3. Wilcoxon Signed-Rank - Use Social Media for Product Risk Evaluation
P-Value Mean pre-COVID-19 

Pandemic
Mean post- 

declaration of COVID- 
19 Pandemic

COVID Pandemic <0.0001a 5.19 5.53
asignificant difference 

Table 4. Wilcoxon Signed-Rank - Use Social Media for Product Purchases
P-Value Mean pre-COVID-19 

Pandemic
Mean post- 

declaration of COVID- 
19 Pandemic

COVID Pandemic 0.0016a 5.21 5.47
asignificant difference 

Table 5. Wilcoxon Signed-Rank - Use Social Media to Share Product Satisfaction
P-Value Mean pre-COVID-19 

Pandemic
Mean post- 

declaration of COVID- 
19 Pandemic

COVID Pandemic 0.0679a 5.20 5.33
amarginally significant at 0.10 alpha 

Table 6. Social Media Platform Preference Before and After the Start of COVID-19
Preferred Platform India Pre-Pandemic India Post-Pandemic
Facebook 46% 47%

Instagram 17% 21%

Snapchat 2% 1%

TikTok 4% 2%

Twitter 2% 4%

YouTube 27% 22%

Other 3% 3%

Sample size 313 313
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behaviors in India. Consistent with S-O-R Theory, consumers appear to have been influenced by the 
COVID-19 pandemic (external stimuli) to increased reliance on social media for their consumer 
decision-making behaviors. With the growing importance of social media, effective application of 
social media should be a part of any Asian business strategy.

The findings supported hypothesis 1 which stated that consumers in India are increasingly 
utilizing social media to identify their product needs. Businesses need to engage their consumers 
regularly and highlight their products’ positive attributes and show how their product(s) meet 
consumer needs. In addition, businesses should encourage their social media followers to share 
how their products effectively resolve consumer needs.

The findings also supported hypotheses 2–4, demonstrating that consumers have increased their 
use of social media to compare product options, evaluate product risks, and purchase products, 
respectively. Businesses can establish impactful social media communications with consumers by 
using social media data analytics to identify consumer interests. Then, based upon the consumer’s 
interest, the business can stimulate buzz and excitement to generate consumers’ product needs 
with tweets, videos, and newsworthy product events to the consumer’s various social media 
platforms.

Consumers’ product involvement (e.g., perception of product importance) moderates how they 
process new information. In low involvement situations, consumers primarily rely on cues as 
opposed to detailed product characteristic information (Cacioppo et al., 1986). For businesses 
that market to low involved consumers, the use of cues in their messaging is vital. For example, 
cues such as colors and images are salient factors for attracting attention among involved 
consumers.

When confronted with new product information, highly involved consumers are likely to engage 
in a detailed analysis of the information (Sher & Lee, 2009). For these consumers, the key to 
persuasion is to present high-quality and detailed information presented in marketing commu-
nications to increases consumer engagement (Liu & Arnett, 2000). Also, consumer engagement 
can be accomplished by increasing the number of touchpoints with consumers as well as increased 
frequency of interactions (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).

Businesses can also build product value by gathering and posting positive feedback from 
satisfied consumers. For example, positive consumer remarks can be underscored by hitting 
“like” on favorable opinion leader posts and by sharing positive comments/reviews. Sharing 
satisfied consumers’ reviews, tweets, and likes can also enhance a business’ brand(s). For example, 
sharing positive comments or videos from an influential opinion leader can be used to generate 
brand awareness, interest, and even purchases. Another suggestion for building brand value is for 
businesses to continually develop compelling and fresh brand content that provides entertain-
ment, enjoyment, and social enhancement.

Social media can also be used by a business to promote its corporate social responsibility. That 
is, businesses can build positive consumer relationships by encouraging their consumers to engage 
in positive offline brand related activities and then posting social media content about such 
activities. For example, an outdoor equipment retailer might encourage consumers to use their 
products outdoors with loved ones all while participating in social distancing. A contest could then 
be held to award the best outdoor brand related video posted by consumers. Such a promotional 
event could lead to positive relationships and improved brand image because photo sharing has 
been shown to increase affection between participants (Dhir et al., 2017; Eftekhar et al., 2014).

While social media behaviors have similarities across cultures, differences may exist between 
the social media platforms used in different countries. Therefore, the social media platform and 
messaging strategies needed for business success in India may differ from those in other areas, 
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therefore, it is critical to determine what social media platform(s) to use to most effectively reach 
the Indian consumer. With a massive population and increased internet access, new social media 
platforms will likely continue to expand in users. As such, it is recommended that Indian busi-
nesses continuously identify and include Indian consumer preferred platforms in their social media 
marketing strategy.

6. Limitations
The data collected provides strong preliminary evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
impacted consumer social media behaviors in India. However, the data observed are self- 
reported behaviors. Also, evidence of the regions within India which are represented in the sample 
was not gathered. Hence, regional differences within India social media consumer behaviors may 
not be reflected.

While face validity of the results seems evident, empirical validity has not been determined. Also, 
data observed was gathered at one time and yet required subject responses for two time periods. 
More specifically, respondents had to reflect on social media behaviors prior to the pandemic and 
also provide current behaviors. Nevertheless, since the data was gathered early after declaration of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the respondents’ perceptions should provide a fairly accurate assessment 
of their behaviors prior to and during the pandemic. Although the observations may lack strong 
robustness, as an exploratory study, the current results clearly demonstrated that consumers’ 
social media behaviors have shifted since the pandemic was declared and, therefore, highlight the 
need for more research.

7. Future research recommendations
Research is needed to assess the actual social media activities of consumers. To determine 
whether COVID-19 has created systemic changes in social media behaviors, longitudinal stu-
dies are needed. Studies should also be undertaken to determine the impact of COVID-19 on 
consumer behaviors in lesser developed economies. At a micro or organizational level, studies 
are needed to determine how various target segments for a given business might be influ-
enced. Social media marketing strategy could also benefit from examining the moderating 
impacts of various consumer segments (e.g., income, gender, education, age, lifestyles, etc.) on 
consumers’ decision-making social media habits. Furthermore, it would be meaningful to 
explore whether a given social media platform is associated with positive or negative consumer 
behaviors related to shopping, purchase, and post-purchase satisfaction levels. Also, longitu-
dinal studies are needed to determine if the COVID-19 pandemic induced changes in social 
media consumer behaviors are sustained.

8. Conclusions
The growing influence of social media to influence consumer behaviors is evident. As such, social 
media as a marketing tool is becoming increasingly important, especially after the COVID-19 
pandemic. The results highlight the impact that social media can have on many Indian consumers’ 
decision-making behaviors. Effective use of social media is recommended for business marketing 
strategies.

Social media offers a valuable tool to enhance a business’ brand(s) through increased brand 
awareness and preference. This study examined Indian consumers because of the size and 
growth trends in India relative to other economies in the world. Since the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic, consumers have increased online consumer behavior activities. Furthermore, con-
sumers’ social media use will likely increase, not only in India, but also globally. For Indian 
businesses that operate in multiple countries, cultural differences should be considered in their 
social media strategies to account for social media platform preferences and practices in 
a given country.
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Appendix Survey Instrument
Adapted from Mason et al. (2021)

Dependent Variable 1: Identification of Product Needs Items* 

(1) Please rate the degree to which you used social media to identify needed products before the COVID- 
19 pandemic.

(2) Please rate the degree to which you currently use social media to identify needed products.

Dependent Variable 2: Product Comparison (Shop) Information Search Items*  

(1) Please rate the degree to which you used social media to gather information to compare products 
before the COVID-19 pandemic.

(2) Please rate the degree to which you currently use social media to gather information to compare 
products.

Dependent Variable 3: Product Evaluation Items*  

(1) Please rate the degree to which you used social media to evaluate product purchase risk before the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

(2) Please rate the degree to which you currently use social media to evaluate product purchase risk.

Dependent Variable 4: Product Purchase Items*  

(1) Please rate the degree to which you used social media to purchase products before the COVID-19 
pandemic.

(2) Please rate the degree to which you currently use social media to purchase products.

Dependent Variable 5: Post—Purchase Satisfaction Items*  

(1) Please rate the degree to which you used social media as a medium to express post-purchase 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction before the COVID-19 pandemic.

(2) Please rate the degree to which you currently use social media as a medium to express post- 
purchase satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

* Rated items used a scale of 1 to 7 where 1 = low and 7 = high.

Respondent Demographic Items  

(1) Age

(2) Gender

(3) Race

(4) Annual Income

(5) Highest Education Level
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