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Abstract. This research investigates the mediating role of perceived relevance in
impulsive buying behaviour in university students. A latent variable structural
model was designed, with predictor variables: Community in social networks,
Informativity, and Interactivity. The study was conducted with 118 university
students who volunteered to participate. The study was conducted in Arequipa,
Peru. The study will employ a quantitative, non-experimental cross-sectional
design. The instrument was initially applied to perform an exploratory factor
analysis and make necessary adjustments. Data processing and analysis were
performed using structured variance-based equation modelling to explore
indirect or mediating effects. The most important result of the study is that it
demonstrates that only informative content—when perceived as highly
relevant—activates impulsive buying in students; community membership and
interaction have no effect unless they provide informative value. In contrast, the
social media community activated impulsive behaviour directly without going
through the relevance filter: group identity and social validation appear sufficient
to encourage unplanned purchases in this segment. The conclusion is that
perceived relevance acts as the decisive cognitive switch: when messages
genuinely help the user, they transform exposure into spontaneous purchase.
Therefore, marketing must focus on offering useful and personalised information,
avoiding reliance exclusively on peer pressure or eye-catching features.

Keywords: Social media community, Impulsive buying behaviour, Perceived
relevance, Interactivity, Informativity.

1 Introduction

Digital ecosystems have radically transformed purchasing dynamics, making impulse
buying an increasingly common behaviour among university students, a group per-
manently connected to social media platforms (SNS) and susceptible to peer influence
[1,2]. Scholars note that impulse buying now occurs as frequently, or even more fie-
quently, online than offline, driven by emotionally charged content, ubiquitous mobile
access, and diminished self-regulation in youth markets [3,4]. However, while previ-
ous studies document multiple drivers of impulse buying, the psychological mecha-
nisms that translate digital stimuli into unplanned consumption remain underexplored
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in higher education contexts. Three attributes of social media marketing consistently
emerge as critical antecedents. First, the social media community fosters a sense of
belonging and social validation that can intensify consumption signals [5,6]. Second,
informativeness—the degree to which content is perceived as useful and relevant to
decision-making—enhances message credibility and primes purchase predisposition
[7,8]. Third, interactivity provides personalized, real-time engagement, increasing
social presence and emotional arousal [9,10]. Although each factor has been linked to
stronger purchase intentions, their combined influence on spontaneous and thought-
less purchase decisions among students has not been fully elucidated.

Recent literature considers perceived relevance (PR) as a fundamental cognitive
filter that could explain how these digital cues are converted into purchase impulses.
Content rated as highly relevant captures attention, generates favourable effects, and
reduces perceived risk, thereby shortening decision time [11]. PR also mediates the
effects of marketing stimuli on attitudes and loyalty by aligning messages with per-
sonal goals and values [12,13]. However, empirical evidence on PR as a specific me-
diator between community engagement, informativeness, interactivity, and impulse
buying in the university segment is scarce. In this context, the present study, address-
es this gap by testing a serial mediation model in which PR connects the effects of
social media community, informativeness, and interactivity on impulsive buying. By
integrating social identity theory, stimulus-organism-response logic, and elaboration
likelihood perspectives, the article seeks to clarify the cognitive pathway through
which digital marketing stimuli trigger unplanned purchases among emerging adults.
The findings are expected to advance the theory on impulsive buying in digitally na-
tive populations and inform practitioners in designing responsible, relevance-based
communication strategies for the higher education market.

1.1  Community identity and perceived relevance.

Participation in digital communities generates feelings of belonging, social validation,
and collective trust that intensify attention to shared content [5,6]. Based on social
identity theory, members tend to consider messages issued by their group as more
relevant, thus increasing perceived relevance [12]. In turn, RRP acts as a hedonic
activator: By perceiving information as personally significant, the user processes the
stimulus through the central route of the Elaboration Likelihood Model and reduces
cognitive deliberation, favouring immediate decisions [11]. This combination of high
social value and personal meaning decreases self-regulation and enhances impulsive
buying, a phenomenon widely documented in contexts where emotional gratification
and environmental pressure converge [1,2]. Thus, PR explains how community expe-
rience transforms into purchasing impulsivity.

H1: Perceived relevance (PR) mediates the positive relationship between the social
media community (SMC) and impulsive buying behaviour (IBB) among university
students.
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1.2 Personalised information

Informativeness describes the perception that content provides practical, specific in-
formation that facilitates decision-making [8]. Personalized, information-rich ads
increase RRP by aligning the message with the user's interests and goals [7]. Accord-
ing to the Stimulus Organism Response framework, this perceived relevance reduces
ambiguity and increases utilitarian value, triggering positive emotions that, paradoxi-
cally, can precipitate impulsive purchasing decisions by minimizing the perception of
risk [14,13]. Thus, when young consumers receive the information, they consider
highly relevant and reliable, the transition from intention to impulsive action is accel-
erated, as RRP acts as a catalyst that converts informative knowledge into hedonistic
action [3,4].

H?2: Perceived relevance (PR) mediates the positive relationship between content
informativeness (INF) and impulsive buying behaviour (IBB) in university students.

1.3  Interactive dialogue and social presence

Interactivity on social media—characterized by real-time feedback, personalization,
and user control—increases the perception of social presence and the depth of the
experience [9]. This two-way dialogue encourages a more intense evaluation of the
message and reinforces its adequacy to individual needs, elevating the RRP ([10].
According to social presence theory, the more interactive the medium, the greater the
sense of closeness and, consequently, the subjective importance attributed to the con-
tent [15]. A high RRP amplifies both affective arousal and the perception of a unique
opportunity, two classic triggers of impulsive buying [1]. Furthermore, interactivity
satisfies the need for control and self-expression, factors that, combined with message
relevance, erode rational planning and favour spontaneous purchasing responses
[16,2].

H3. Perceived relevance (PR) mediates the positive relationship between perceived
interactivity on social media (INTER) and impulsive buying behaviour (IBB) in uni-
versity students.

2 Methodology

This research adopted an explanatory quantitative approach characterized by a non-
experimental, cross-sectional design. The study sample consisted of 118 university
students from the Catholic University of Santa Maria in the Arequipa region of Peru.
The gender distribution was 49% male (N = 58) and 51% female (N = 60), with an
age range of 18 to 26 years, with a mean of 21.8 years (SD = 1.61). Data were col-
lected through an online survey between March and April 2025. Participants provided
their consent before administering the instrument.

The questionnaire was specifically designed for the study and consists of five latent
variables: Social media community (SMC = 5 items), Impulsive buying behaviour
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(IBB = 8 items), Perceived relevance (PR =5 items), Interactivity (INTER = 5 items),
and Informativity (INF = 5 items).

A 5-point Likert scale was used to evaluate the responses, where the value from (1)
is Strongly Disagree to (5) which is Strongly Agree. For data processing and analysis,
the Jamovi program (v: 2.3.24.0) and SmartPLS (v: 4.0) were used, applying a vari-
ance-based structural equation model (PLS-SEM).

3 Results

Table 1 summarises the outer loadings (A), convergent validity and reliability indica-
tors for the 118 university students who participated in this study. All retained items
exhibit strong factorial relationships with their latent constructs: the loadings range
from0.703 to 0.883 and comfortably exceed the exploratory threshold of0.70, con-
firming a stable item—construct correspondence for Impulsive Buying Behaviour
(IBB), Informativity (INF), Interactivity (INTER), Perceived Relevance (PR) and
Social media community (SMC). Internal consistency indices reinforce this view.
Cronbach's a varies between 0.685 (SMC, with only three indicators) and 0.938
(IBB), while Composite Reliability (CR<sub>pc</sub>) spans 0.826-0.950, all above
the recommended 0.70 benchmark, signalling that the indicators share substantial
common variance within each scale [17,18].

Convergent validity is equally satisfactory. Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

values fall between 0.580 and 0.730, comfortably surpassing the 0.50 criterion. In
practical terms, at least 58 % of the variance in every construct is captured by its indi-
cators. This is crucial for PR—the pivotal mediator in the model—whose AVE
0f 0.607 confirms that the scale reliably encapsulates students' judgements about how
personally pertinent social media content appears.
During the purification phase, several items were discarded because they failed to
meet the loading criterion of A>0.708 or exhibited problematic cross-loadings. Spe-
cifically, IBB4 (A=0.642), INF5 (A=0.664), INTER1 (A=0.589), SMC1 (A=0.511)
and SMC3 (AL=0.628) were removed. Eliminating these indicators improved each
construct's reliability and AVE without sacrificing theoretical breadth, thereby ensur-
ing an internally coherent measurement model for subsequent mediation testing.

Taken together, the high factor loadings, robust reliability coefficients, and ade-
quate AVEs demonstrate the final instrument's psychometric soundness. This solid
measurement foundation legitimises the next analytical stage—evaluating whether PR
statistically mediates the effects of SMC, INF, and INTER on IBB—and safeguards
against spurious findings driven by measurement error rather than substantive rela-
tionships among the constructs.

Table 1. Loadings, convergent validity, and reliability estimates (n = 118) A.

. CR CR
Ttem Loading Alpha (tho a) (tho ) AVE
IBBI. 0.853 0.938 0.940 0.950  0.730

IBB2. 0.872
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IBB3. 0.863
IBBS. 0.863
IBB6. 0.847
IBB7. 0.883
IBBS. 0.797
INF1. 0.784 0.791 0.792 0.865 0.615
INF2. 0.816
INF3. 0.750
INF4. 0.785

INTER2.  0.776 0.761 0.777 0.847  0.580
INTER3.  0.752
INTER4.  0.812
INTERS.  0.703

PRI1. 0.766  0.838 0.842 0.885  0.607
PR2. 0.782
PR3. 0.767
PR4. 0.798
PRS. 0.780
SMC2. 0.780  0.685 0.689 0.826  0.612
SMC4. 0.765
SMCS5. 0.802

A CR composite reliability, AVE average variance extracted; the values in brackets are the lower and upper
bounds of the one-tailed percentile confidence intervals with 10,000 subsamples at a 5% significance level.

Figure 1 displays the SmartPLS structural equation model, reporting coefficients of
determination (R?), standardised path coefficients and their bootstrapped p-values
(10,000 subsamples, one-tailed). Two endogenous constructs are of interest:

Perceived relevance (PR) — R? = 0.480.

Together, Social media community (SMC), Informativity (INF) and Interactivity
(INTER) explain 48.0 % of the variance in how relevant students judge social media
content to be—an effect size that Cohen (1988) would label “substantial” for consum-
er-behaviour studies.

Impulsive buying behaviour (IBB) — R?=0.408.

PR and the three exogenous social-media attributes account for 40.8 % of the vari-
ability in students’ impulsive purchases, indicating that almost half of this spontane-
ous consumption is statistically attributable to the modelled digital stimuli.

Mediation insights

INF shows complete mediation: it significantly increases PR, in turn, propels IBB,
while no direct INF — IBB link exists. Thus, the power of informative messages to
trigger unplanned purchases is entirely routed through students’ judgments of rele-
vance—consistent with the Stimulus-Organism-Response logic.

INTER exhibits partial (predominantly indirect) mediation: its direct path to IBB is
weak and non-significant, but its indirect path through PR is significant
(0.251 x0.305=0.077). This implies that interactive features stimulate impulsive
buying chiefly by making the content feel more pertinent and personally engaging.
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SMC follows a direct-only pattern: the community effect on IBB is robust
(B=0.354, p <0.001), yet it fails to operate through PR (p =0.178). A sense of be-
longing triggers impulse purchases via social validation rather than cognitive apprais-
als of message relevance.

Theoretical and managerial implications

1. Cognitive gateway. Perceived relevance is an essential cognitive gateway for
informational richness and interactivity, transforming these attributes into
impulsive actions. Marketers should, therefore, craft tailored, data-rich mes-
sages and leverage bidirectional engagement tools to enhance relevance per-
ceptions and, by extension, impulse sales.

2. Social validation route. Community cues bypass cognitive relevance and tap
directly into social identity mechanisms, making peer-generated endorse-
ments particularly potent. Campus brand communities should emphasise
shared values, rituals and peer recognition to stimulate spontaneous buying.

3. Model strength. The model demonstrates respectable explanatory power in
behavioural research with R? values bordering 0.50 for PR and above 0.40
for IBB. Future work could enrich the framework with moderating variables
(e.g., self-control, time pressure) to capture additional variance.

Overall, Figure 1 corroborates the central premise of the study: perceived relevance
is a pivotal mediator linking key social-media characteristics to impulsive buying
among university students. However, the pathway differs across antecedents—it is
full for informativity, partial for interactivity, and absent for community belonging,.

Social media community (SMC)

0.123 (0.178) 0.354 (0.000)

0.445 (0.000) 0.305 (0.006)

Perceived relevance (PR)

Informativity (INF)

Impulsive buying behaviour (IBB)

0.251 (0.035) 0.126 (0.338)

Fig. 1. R-squared (R?) - path coefficients and p values - SmartPLS.

Interactivity (INTER)
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The HTMT matrix in Table 2 confirms the discriminant validity of the model since all
heterotrait-monotrait ratios are below the conservative threshold of 0.85 recommend-
ed for confirmatory studies [19]: the highest ratio (INF-PR=0.782) still meets the
criterion, while the other values range between 0.511 and 0.735. This demonstrates
that each construct shares more variance with its own indicators than with any other,
allowing us to affirm that Social Media Community (SMC) is empirically distinct
from both Perceived Relevance (PR) and Impulsive Buying Behavior (IBB), that
Informativeness (INF) maintains a distinct identity despite its conceptual closeness to
PR, and that Interactivity (INTER) retains its features compared to INF and PR. The
adequate empirical separation of the antecedents (SMC, INF, INTER), the mediator
(PR) and the result (IBB) reinforces the reliability of the measurement model. It legit-
imizes the interpretation of the observed structural relationships, showing that the
links obtained in the PLS-SEM analysis are due to genuine psychological effects and
not to measurement overlaps.s

Table 2. Discriminant validity - Heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) - Matrix.

(SMC) (IBB) (INF) (INTER) (PR)

Social media community (SMC)

Impulsive buying behaviour (IBB) 0.663

Informativity (INF) 0.558 0.540

Interactivity (INTER) 0.574 0511 0.735
Perceived relevance (PR) 0.546 0.580 0.782 0.699

Table 3 presents the bias-corrected bootstrap estimates (10,000 resamples) of the spe-
cific indirect paths that operationalise the mediating role of perceived relevance (PR).
The indirect coefficient represents the product of the antecedent — PR and PR — IBB
paths; its t-statistic and associated p-value allow us to test whether the mediated effect
differs significantly from zero. This analysis adopted a conventional 5 % significance
threshold (one-tailed), given that each hypothesis predicted a positive mediation.

The results confirm mediation only for informativity (INF). The indirect effect
INF — PR — IBB equals 0.136 (t=2.337, p =0.019), indicating that when students
perceive social-media messages as information-rich, those messages become more
personally relevant, which in turn heightens their likelihood of engaging in impulsive
buying. With no direct INF — IBB path specified, this constitutes a case of complete
mediation: the entire influence of informativity on impulse purchasing is channelled
through the relevance judgement, underscoring PR as a crucial cognitive conduit for
informational stimuli.

By contrast, the indirect paths for the Social media community (SMC) and interac-
tivity (INTER) are not statistically significant (§=0.037, p =0.225; $=0.077, p
=0.151, respectively). For SMC, the non-significant mediation corroborates the ear-
lier finding of a substantial direct effect on IBB: a sense of community stimulates
impulsive buying via social validation rather than perceived informational relevance.
For INTER, the absence of significance suggests that the motivational impact of in-
teractive features is insufficient to traverse the relevance filter in this student sample;
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experiential engagement alone does not reliably convert into purchase impulses unless
the content is also deemed informationally pertinent. These patterns position PR as a
selective mediator, indispensable for translating informational cues into action but not
for social identity or experiential cues, thereby refining our understanding of how
different social media attributes precipitate impulsive consumption in university con-
texts.

Table 3. Specific indirect effects - Boottstrapping.

‘ ES 22 iz 5. 2
Path coefficients Sg, £g 2o 297 g
& §8 £35 §-E iy
3 =] wn o H n
- - - - = -
H1: Social media community (SMC) -> Perceived 0.037 0037 0031 1213 0225

relevance (PR) -> Impulsive buying behaviour (IBB)
H2: Informativity (INF) -> Perceived relevance (PR) ->
Impulsive buying behaviour (IBB)

H3: Inter'actwlty' (INTER)'-> Perceived relevance (PR) - 0077 0083 0053 1435 0.151
> Impulsive buying behaviour (IBB)

0.136  0.136  0.058 2.337 0.019

4 Conclusions

This study confirms that perceived relevance (PR) is a selective cognitive mechanism
in university students' impulsive purchasing process. The mediated path was statisti-
cally significant only for informativeness (INF), indicating that information-rich con-
tent increases the sense of relevance and triggers spontaneous purchasing decisions
through it. This finding supports the stimulus-organism-response logic and under-
scores the need for digital messages to combine concrete utility with emotional ap-
peals to trigger impulsiveness.

In contrast, the social media community (SMC) activated impulsive behaviour di-
rectly without going through the relevance filter: group identity and social validation
appear sufficient to encourage unplanned purchases in this segment. Interactivity
(INTER), on the other hand, showed no significant direct or indirect effects, suggest-
ing that participatory features alone are not sufficient to translate into impulsiveness if
the content is not perceived as informatively valuable. These differences reveal that
not all social media attributes operate through the exact psychological mechanisms.

From a practical perspective, the results advise university marketing managers to
prioritize the development of highly informative and personalized messages if they
seek to stimulate impulse purchases ethically and effectively. At the same time, the
SMC finding raises concerns about the influence of social pressure in academic set-
tings, highlighting the institutional responsibility to promote digital environments that
balance community engagement with responsible consumption. Future studies should
explore moderators such as self-regulation and the level of advertising saturation to
broaden our understanding of these.

This pilot study offers a first glimpse into how perceived relevance channels cer-
tain social media stimuli toward impulsive buying but leaves several substantive is-
sues open. First, the cognitive dimension (informationalization) was prioritized over
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the affective and normative impulses recognized in the literature as key drivers of
unplanned consumption; variables such as hedonic gratification, peer pressure, and
self-control traits remain unexplored. Second, social media was treated as a homoge-
neous block, without distinguishing the functional and algorithmic nuances of plat-
forms like TikTok, Instagram, or WhatsApp, nor the cultural contexts that shape the
perception of belonging and the evaluation of information. Finally, the analysis fo-
cused on the purchase itself, without considering subsequent stages—satisfaction,
regret, financial impact—or the ethical implications of inducing impulsiveness in a
young audience.

To consolidate this research program, it is important to move toward models inte-
grating the cognition-emotion-self-regulation triad and contrasting how different so-
cial and technological environments modulate this interaction. It is suggested that the
simultaneous role of perceived relevance and hedonic gratification, the influence of
personalization algorithms on consumer self-awareness, and the interaction between
community values and responsible brand narratives be examined, for example. Com-
parative studies across platforms and cultures will allow for identifying universal
patterns versus local dynamics. At the same time, post-purchase monitoring will pro-
vide a more complete view of the impulsive consumption cycle and its consequences
for well-being and personal finances. Furthermore, incorporating interdisciplinary
perspectives—psychology, digital ethics, and behavioural economics—will enrich the
understanding of how to balance marketing effectiveness with the promotion of in-
formed and sustainable purchasing decisions.
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