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Abstract:

With the rapid penetration of social media platforms
into adolescents’ daily lives, the role of social media
marketing has become increasingly significant in shaping
consumer behaviors among high school students. This
paper investigates the influence of social media marketing
on high school students’ consumer decisions, focusing on
three main dimensions: exposure to marketing messages,
peer identification, and brand interaction. The article
closely integrates relevant academic research findings and
frontline market observation data from the past three years,
and conducts an in-depth analysis of how three mainstream
marketing formats—immersive advertisements on short-
video platforms, personalized endorsements by internet
celebrities in various fields, and online communities
formed around shared interests—exert a subtle influence
on fostering new consumption habits and attitudes
among high school students through precise targeting
and emotional connection. It also examines the emotional
and psychological characteristics that make high school
students particularly susceptible to marketing persuasion,
while highlighting potential problems such as irrational
consumption and privacy risks. The study concludes by
emphasizing the importance of cultivating media literacy
and responsible consumption among adolescents and
suggests directions for future research on sustainable youth
consumer culture in the digital era.
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1. Introduction

identities, and purchasing decisions of its users.
Among all age groups, adolescents have emerged as

Over the past dgcade, social media ha.s trgnsfgrmed one of the most active and engaged demographics on
from a tool of interpersonal communication into @ platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, and
dynamic marketplace that influences the lifestyles, Xiaohongshu. Surveys suggest that more than 90%



of teenagers in urban China access at least one form of so-
cial media daily, and many spend more than two hours per
day browsing, interacting, and consuming digital content.
This high level of penetration has created a fertile ground
for marketers to integrate commercial messages directly
into adolescents’ social and cultural environments.

High school students occupy a unique position as impres-
sionable consumers and emerging decision-makers. Their
consumption characteristics are shaped by several factors:
limited but growing disposable income, strong curiosity
toward new trends, and a heightened desire for self-ex-
pression and peer recognition [1]. Compared to adults,
high school students often lack fully developed rational
decision-making skills, making them more vulnerable to
persuasive marketing strategies. The rise of influencer
economies and user-generated content has blurred the line
between entertainment and advertising, embedding con-
sumerist values into students’ everyday experiences [2].
Social media marketing now takes diverse forms, includ-
ing short video advertisements, influencer endorsements,
“seeding culture”, interactive challenges, and virtual com-
munities. These approaches are cost-efficient for brands
and highly effective in reaching young audiences. Re-
search has suggested that adolescents trust peer or influ-
encer recommendations significantly more than traditional
commercials [3]. This shift highlights how marketing has
evolved into a social interaction rather than a one-way
persuasion process.

Academic research on youth consumer behavior has of-
ten centered on college students or young adults, while
relatively fewer studies have focused specifically on high
school students [4]. However, consumer habits formed in
adolescence frequently persist into adulthood, making it
crucial to understand the mechanisms at play during this
stage [5]. Some scholars have examined peer pressure,
media exposure, and platform design in shaping adoles-
cent consumption, yet systematic analyses of how social
media marketing directly alters high school students’ con-
sumer behavior remain limited [6].

The aim of this paper is to analyze how social media mar-
keting influences high school students’ consumer behavior
by focusing on three interrelated aspects: exposure to mar-
keting messages and purchase intention, the role of peer
identity, and the impact of brand interaction on loyalty.
By identifying both positive and negative consequences,
this paper contributes to the growing body of literature on
adolescent consumer psychology and provides insights for
responsible marketing and consumer education.

2. The Influence of Social Media Mar-
keting on Consumer Behavior

2.1 Exposure to Marketing Messages and Pur-
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chase Intention

One of the most direct ways social media marketing af-
fects consumer behavior is through exposure to marketing
messages, which strongly influences purchase intention.
Unlike traditional advertising, which appears in clearly
demarcated spaces such as television or billboards, social
media advertising is seamlessly integrated into everyday
content consumption [7].

Short video advertisements are especially effective. On
TikTok (Douyin in China), ads are designed to mimic
user-generated content by using catchy music, humorous
skits, or visual effects. These features reduce the sense
of being targeted by advertising, making students more
receptive [8]. Moreover, algorithms personalize ads based
on user preferences, ensuring that the content aligns with
students’ interests. For example, a student who frequently
watches videos about skincare will likely see more ads for
beauty products, increasing the likelihood of developing a
purchase intention.

Influencer marketing also plays a central role. Adolescents
admire influencers because they appear relatable and au-
thentic. Unlike celebrities, influencers often share person-
al stories, blurring the boundary between friendship and
promotion. When an influencer recommends a product,
followers perceive it as advice rather than a commercial
act [9]. Take the example of a popular fitness influencer on
Instagram who posts daily workout videos and occasional-
ly promotes a protein powder brand. Their followers, who
view the influencer as a trusted fitness mentor, are more
likely to consider buying the protein powder because they
believe the recommendation comes from a place of genu-
ine endorsement rather than a paid partnership.

The cultural phenomenon of zhongcao, meaning “plant-
ing the seed” of desire, is another mechanism. Platforms
like Xiaohongshu thrive on reviews and lifestyle sharing.
Seeing peers or influencers casually recommend products
creates aspiration and curiosity, prompting students to try
new brands [10]. A high school student browsing Xiao-
hongshu might come across a post by a fellow student
raving about a new scented candle. Intrigued by the de-
tailed description and positive feedback, the student might
feel compelled to purchase the candle to experience it for
themselves.

2.2 Peer Identification and Consumer Behavior

Adolescence is marked by the search for identity and
strong peer orientation [1]. Social media amplifies this by
creating virtual spaces where peers constantly showcase
their consumption habits. The demonstration effect—imi-
tating peers to gain acceptance—is magnified online.

High school students often treat consumption as a way to
fit into their group. Owning specific sneakers or smart-
phones signals belonging to certain circles. Platforms
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make such symbols visible and widely shared, creating
pressure to buy products for social approval [6]. For in-
stance, if a student’s friends are all posting pictures with
the latest iPhone model on WeChat Moments, that student
may feel the need to buy the same phone to avoid feeling
left out or less socially accepted.

Virtual communities further shape behavior. Online fan
groups, gaming forums, or lifestyle communities build
collective identities around brands and consumption.
Students who follow the same influencer may form chat
groups to exchange reviews and discuss product launches.
Participation strengthens belonging but also normalizes
frequent consumption [7]. In a K-pop fan community on
a messaging app, members might regularly share updates
about their favorite idol’s endorsed products, leading to
a culture where buying these products is seen as a way to
show support and be part of the fan community, thus in-
creasing the frequency of purchases.

This reveals that consumer behavior is not purely indi-
vidual but deeply tied to social identity. Many purchases
are driven by the need to conform rather than genuine
necessity [9]. A student might buy a particular brand of
headphones not because they need a new pair, but because
it’s the brand their friends have and wearing it helps them
feel like they belong to the group.

2.3 Brand Interaction and Loyalty

Another important dimension is brand interaction. Social
media enables two-way engagement: students can com-
ment, share, or participate in campaigns. This interactivity
builds emotional connections and loyalty [4].

Brands often launch hashtag challenges, lucky draws, or
contests. High school students are attracted by visibility or
rewards and, in participating, develop favorable attitudes
toward the brand [10]. For example, a sportswear brand
might launch a TikTok hashtag challenge where users
create videos showing how they style the brand’s clothes.
Students who take part in the challenge not only get a
chance to win free merchandise but also become more
familiar and fond of the brand, increasing their likelihood
of purchasing from it in the future. Direct responses from
brands—Iliking comments or reposting user content—
create a sense of personal recognition. When a brand re-
sponds to a student’s comment on an Instagram post, the
student feels valued and develops a stronger emotional
bond with the brand.

Brand communities also foster loyalty. Students join
groups where fans exchange experiences, building iden-
tities tied to brands. This leads to repeated purchases and
peer advocacy. In this way, social media embeds brands
into adolescent identity [2]. Consider a community for a
popular coffee brand on a social platform. Members share
their favorite drinks, discuss new menu items, and even
organize meetups at local stores. Through these interac-

tions, students develop a strong attachment to the brand,
making them more likely to choose it over competitors
and recommend it to their friends.

3. Characteristics and Problems of
High School Students’ Consumer Be-
havior

3.1 Characteristics

High school students’ consumer behavior is distinct
from that of adults. First, decisions are often emotionally
driven. Excitement, curiosity, or the desire for approval
strongly influence purchasing [1]. When they see a flashy
advertisement for a new video game on YouTube, the ex-
citement generated by the ad can lead them to want to buy
the game immediately, even if they already have similar
games. Second, consumption is highly trend-driven. Ad-
olescents eagerly adopt new fashions, gadgets, or cultural
products, partly due to peer influence and partly due to
their openness to novelty [9]. Social media platforms are
constantly showcasing the latest trends, from clothing
styles to viral snacks, and high school students, eager to
be seen as trendy, quickly embrace these new products.
Third, their purchases are often exploratory. Because they
depend on parents financially, their consumption frequent-
ly prioritizes symbolic value over practicality—for exam-
ple, buying branded items as statements of identity [7]. A
student might buy an expensive designer backpack not be-
cause it’s more functional than a cheaper one, but because
the brand name signals a certain status or identity.

These characteristics are closely intertwined. The emo-
tional drive makes them responsive to the excitement and
allure of social media marketing. The trend-driven nature,
fueled by peer influence and their own openness to new
things, is amplified by the constant exposure to trends on
social media. And the exploratory aspect, with its focus on
symbolic value, is closely tied to their desire for identity
expression, which is also influenced by social media and
peer interactions. Together, these characteristics shape a
unique consumption pattern that is heavily influenced by
social media and peer dynamics.

3.2 Problems

Several issues arise from these patterns. One is irrational
consumption. Peer pressure, influencer persuasion, and
algorithmic recommendations often lead to impulsive
buying without considering necessity [6]. Peer pressure
can manifest when a student sees their classmates posting
about a new limited-edition item, like a collectible toy,
on social media. Feeling the need to keep up, they buy
the toy even though they have no real use for it. Influenc-
er persuasion comes into play when an influencer they



follow raves about a new skincare product, making them
believe they need it for better skin, without thinking about
whether their skin actually needs that specific product.
Algorithmic recommendations on social media platforms,
which show them products based on their past interac-
tions, can lead them down a path of impulse purchases, as
they are constantly exposed to items that align with their
interests but may not be necessary. Over time, this may
foster wasteful spending, as students accumulate items
they don’t really need.

Another issue is privacy. Many students do not realize
how much personal data is collected and used for targeted
advertising. Social media platforms track users’ online
activities, such as the pages they visit, the posts they like,
and the searches they conduct. This data is then used to
create detailed profiles, which advertisers use to deliver
highly targeted ads. For example, a student’s search for
college information might lead to ads for student loans
or college-prep courses following them across different
websites and social media platforms. This raises ethical
concerns about commercial exploitation of minors, as they
may not fully understand the extent to which their person-
al information is being used and the potential long-term
consequences.

Finally, blurred boundaries between entertainment and
advertising hinder critical judgment. Many influencers
do not clearly disclose sponsorships, leading students to
accept recommendations uncritically [2]. A student might
watch a video where an influencer is using a new snack,
thinking it’s just a regular video about their daily life, not
realizing it’s a paid advertisement. This lack of transpar-
ency makes it hard for students to distinguish between
genuine content and marketing, leading them to make pur-
chases they might not otherwise make if they knew it was
an ad.

4. Conclusion

This paper has examined how social media marketing in-
fluences high school students’ consumer behavior through
three mechanisms: exposure to marketing messages, peer
identification, and brand interaction. Short video ads,
influencer endorsements, and seeding culture enhance
purchase intentions; peer dynamics foster conformity and
shape consumption patterns tied to social identity; and
interactive campaigns and brand communities build loy-
alty. These mechanisms interact with the emotional and
identity-driven nature of adolescent consumption, creating
a unique and influential consumer landscape. However,
risks such as irrational spending, privacy violations, and
blurred advertising boundaries must not be ignored.
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To address these issues, it is vital to strengthen media
literacy education. Schools and parents should guide ad-
olescents in distinguishing advertising from genuine con-
tent, evaluating necessity before purchase, and managing
personal data responsibly. This can help solve irrational
consumption by teaching students to critically analyze
marketing messages and resist impulse buying driven by
peer pressure or influencer persuasion. For privacy issues,
media literacy education can make students aware of
how their data is collected and used, empowering them to
take steps to protect their privacy, such as adjusting app
settings or being more cautious about sharing personal
information. At the same time, marketers should adopt
transparent and ethical practices, avoiding strategies that
exploit minors’ vulnerabilities. Future research could
investigate cross-cultural differences in social media mar-
keting’s impact on high school students, long-term habit
formation resulting from adolescent consumption patterns,
and interventions promoting sustainable youth consump-
tion. By balancing marketing opportunities with education
and ethical responsibility, society can help high school
students cultivate healthier consumer behaviors in the dig-
ital era.
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