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The effect of digital marketing communication on product categories like books, 
music, fashion accessories, clothing, banking and online gaming etc. has been well 
researched by the researchers; but automobile industry despite being one of the largest 
digital spenders has faced dearth of academic studies especially in India. The present 
study aims to understand the effect of digital marketing communication on consumer 
buying decision process in Indian passenger car market. Mixed methodology was 
adopted for the study. Primary data was collected from 784 respondents from ‘Delhi’ 
using area wise proportionate sampling. One sample Wilocoxon Signed Rank, one 
sample binomial test and chi-sqaure tests were applied as tests of significance. The 
study concluded that 75% of the respondents used at least one digital channel of 
communication while buying a car. ‘Website’ was the most used digital channel of 
communication while buying a car followed by ‘social networking sites’ and 
‘smartphones’. Each and every stage of car buying decision making process right 
from ‘need recognition’ to ‘post purchase’ was ‘significantly’ affected from digital 
marketing communication with ‘evaluation’ being the most affected stage. The results 
of the study confirmed that digital marketing communication is capable of even 
triggering need recognition in high involvement product category like car. The results 
also established that consumers feel positive towards digital communication, get 
affected from other customers' reviews and express their post-purchase feeling 
feelings over digital platforms. However, the study also confirmed that although 
customers appreciate the usage of digital channels throughout the decision making 
journey, still they don't book a car online. 
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Introduction: 

Digital marketing as a concept is used differently by different people. Many times it is 
used synonymously with „internet or web marketing‟, „e-marketing‟, „ecommerce‟ 
and „e-business‟. Although, these terms are inter-related, yet there lies a difference 
among all the terms (Rowan, 2002). Internet marketing refers to the promotion of 
goods and services over internet requiring a real time live internet connection (Hanson 
and Kalyanam, 2007). E-business is a broader term that deals with application of 
technology in business’s internal processes and transactions with third party. It 
involves e-commerce which represents its commerce side and e-marketing which 
includes its marketing side. E-marketing also known as „electronic marketing‟ makes 
use of internet and digital technologies and involves the promotion of goods or 
services through electronic methods or media (Hoge, 1993). Rowan (2002) defined 
emarketing as practice of using information technology for completing the marketing 
process that involves creation, communication and delivery of value to customers 
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along with managing customer relationships (Lamb, Hair and McDaniel, 2001). E-
commerce which reflects the commercial side of the business refers to buying and 
selling using the internet and involves the financial transactions using electronic 
media. 

 The term „digital‟ can be defined as a data transmission technology which is 
finite and non-variable in nature (Kaufman and Horton, 2014). Digital is expressed in 
contrast to „analog‟ which is a continuous data transmission technology. A marketing 
action becomes digital if relies over a digital medium to execute a marketing function. 

Digital marketing differentiates itself from the internet marketing as digital 
marketing not only includes the channels that require real time internet connection, 
but also includes digital outdoors, digital TVs, SMS (Short Message Service), 
billboards, mobile apps, MMS (Multimedia Message Service), call-back and on-hold 
mobile ring tones, e–books and games with a digital platform which can run offline 
too (Scharl, Dickinger and Murphy, 2005; Pandey and Shukla, 2010; Gayatri and 
Rekha, 2014). It uses digital devices, channels and platforms irrespective of their 
online or offline nature. Moreover emergence of new age concepts like wearable 
technology and augmented reality is pushing the boundaries of digital marketing 
beyond internet (Merisavo et al. 2008; Yasmin et al. 2015). So, it can be said that 
internet marketing is a subset of digital marketing. 

Internet: The Core of Digital Marketing: 

Internet remains at the core of digital marketing due to its easy integration and 
compatibility with various digital devices like mobile phones, tablets, watches, TVs 
and many more (Smith, 2011). Internet, probably the most important invention of 
20th century, has changed the scope of marketing. It has emerged as a medium 
serving multi-channel function of marketing, sales, distribution and relationship 
building. Now products are positioned, marketed, distributed and purchased over 
internet. Internet has also altered the traditional marketing mix strategy. It enables the 
marketer to sell more variety of mass customized products. Internet facilitates the 
easy price comparison among available products for the customers. Internet has added 
a new channel of distribution which is convenient, fast and easy. Promotion has 
experienced the paradigm shift whereby conversations have taken place of 
commercial messages and customers have become story tellers. Marketers are now 
using many marketing tactics to implement the digital marketing strategy like SEO* 
(Search Engine Optimization), SEM* (Search Engine Marketing), affiliate marketing* 
and PPC* (Pay-per-click) and others. 

Internet refers to an interconnected network of computers connected globally 
through dedicated servers and routers (Whittaker, 2002). The computers in this global  
network hold files known as web pages that can be accessed by the other 
interconnected computers (Tanenbaum, 1996). „Intranet‟, „Extranet‟ and „Web‟ are 
three main types of network that form internet. Intranet runs internally in an 
organization using hypter text markup language (HTML) and browsers. Extranet is 
comprised of two or more proprietary networks which are connected with the purpose 
of sharing information. Web supports a graphic user interface for hypertext navigation 
with a browser (Beal, 2010). One can trace back the underpinning of internet back 
to1960‟s when two of the MIT‟s researchers namely J.C.R. Licklider in 1960 and 
1968 and Leonard Kleinrock in 1961 wrote about galactic networks and packet 
switching theory. In 1972, first public demonstration of Advanced Research Project 
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Agency Network (ARPANET), the precursor of today‟s internet and electronic mail 
was made. By 1985, internet was already well established as a technology supporting 
a broad community of researchers and developers. Till 90‟s internet was not open for 
business (Leiner et al. 2009). It was Tim Berners- Lee‟s development of World Wide 
Web (WWW) in the year 1991 that fuelled the internet revolution of today. In the year 
1993, internet was fully opened to commercial traffic. 
  Internet also evolved overtime and allowed people to generate and share 
content with others with web 2.0* technology. It offered features like interactivity, 
customization, connectivity and personalization that altered consumer behaviour also. 
Media proliferated further with new services, network and devices that exerted 
profound effects on consumers and marketers and digital channels became the most 
important medium of marketing. Now, consumers are using internet for different 
reasons ranging from socializing, downloading, uploading, reading, searching, 
comparing, buying and selling to giving feedback. Internet is emerging as a primary 
destination for searching information. Most of the customers are starting their 
decision making journey with internet. 
 
DIGITAL MARKETING COMMUNICATION 
 Marketing communication can be defined as an exchange process dealing with 
ideas, thoughts and information between two parties i.e. the marketer and consumers 
with the aim of achieving commonality (Smith and Taylor, 2004). Marketing 
communication is an activity aimed at conveying information like promoting a 
product, new product launch and community initiatives that a marketer wishes to 
share with public or customers (Kotler and Keller, 2012). Communication process is 
an organized and systemic activity in which message travels from the sender to the 
receiver(s) via some media or channel (Steinberg, 2007). A business must choose and 
invest in the most suitable channel keeping in mind the cost, benefits and 
communication flows. Today, with the expansion and universal acceptance of 
information communication technology, the most commonly used channels are digital 
relying heavily on internet and mobile network services and communication. 

Digitalization of communication channels has enabled corporate to build both 
the private and public channel of communication. Private channels have high 
development cost whereas public communication channels have very low 
development cost. Corporate are increasingly using the public channels of digital 
communication which are not only less costly to set up and maintain but are also 
becoming very popular among the masses. These channels have the inherent capacity 
to profile target audience, track the activities of an individual, personalize, customize 
and generate feedback (Salehi, Mirzaei, Aghaei, and Abyari, 2012.). Digital 
technologies enable marketers personalizing the customer experience that ultimately 
leads towards an active interest of the customer 

Marketing communication in digital environment can be made by many ways. 
A marketer can use search engine and apply SEO and SEM to inform target audience 
about its products and services. Internet marketing especially the e-mails, banner 
advertising, pay-per click and e-newsletters can also be employed by the marketer to 
communicate with the potential consumers. 
Characteristics of Digital Marketing Communication 

Digital communication has the characteristics of being informative, 
interactive, responsive, compatible, measurable, quick, cost effective, versatile and 
customized. Digital marketing facilitates communication at a faster pace and reaches 
more number of people than traditional marketing communication Digital marketing 
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communication banks heavily upon data storage* and data mining* to function 
effectively. Data storage and data mining unveils the most profitable customer 
segment, product and territory, potential customers, opportunities for cross and up-
selling*, most effective promotional media, most appropriate pricing policy and most 
desirable distribution channel for a marketer. 

Digital marketing communication is very cost effective in comparison to 
traditional marketing. Digital communication can reach more number of people than 
the traditional marketing communication at a very reasonable cost. Digital marketing 
techniques which include content marketing, MMS, SMS, search engine optimization, 
search engine marketing, social media marketing and channels like websites, online 
forums, e-mails and others are not very costly to create and maintain. Moreover, 
advertising over digital platforms are usually charged as per pay per click method 
which is also more cost effective than traditional commission method. 

Digital marketing communication empowers customers by allowing 
customers‟ participation. Customers can connect with others sharing similar interests 
by accessing the link or communities created by them, leaving behind the barriers of 
time and space. Digital communication offers customers an environment in which 
they can initiate the conversation with the brand and pull the content of their choice. 
Digital mediated communications enable the marketers to cultivate intimacy with the 
customers and foster the strong customer relationship management. Marketers can 
identify their customers before they make the purchase, thereby making them 
addressable. 

 
TRADITIONAL MARKETING VS. DIGITAL MARKETING 

Digital marketing communication has many unique characteristics which give 
digital communication an edge over traditional communication and make it a 
preferred choice for many. Consumers in digital environment can have anytime access 
to huge information base which was not possible in case of traditional communication 
due to its outbound nature. Traditional marketing offers limited information and low 
consumer engagement whereas digital marketing offers immense information to the 
consumer that a consumer can copy and save for future also. Traditional marketing 
offers limited or no interaction with the consumers except personal selling. Certain 
other techniques like coupons, direct mails and catalogue provide limited interactivity, 
that too after a fixed time period. On the other hand, digital marketing communication 
facilitates individual interaction anytime anywhere. Consumer might initiate the 
interaction process and can also participate in various activities initiated by the 
marketers. Consumers can also interact with other consumers and seek their advice, 
feedback and opinion for the particular product or service. They can be a part of 
numerous online communities based on their interest. Traditionally consumers used to 
contact family, relatives and friends for advice or banked upon word-of-mouth 
product recommendations before making a purchase decision. Now consumers search 
online, read online reviews, compare features and prices on websites, and discuss 
options via social networking sites. 

Traditional marketing mix has also undergone significant change in digital 
environments. Product, the core offering of the marketer, has become an experience 
now. Consumers talk about various products/ brands of marketers, fetch the details 
from various digital sources and share with others through social media (Charan, 
2011). Price has become an exchange which varies according to time of the day, 
location and loyalty to name a few. Restrictions of place have been removed and 
consumers can search, compare, evaluate and buy products irrespective of their 
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physical location. Promotion in digital environment has probably seen the biggest 
shift in digital world as almost every marketer irrespective of size, type and territory 
is making use of digital channels to communicate with its target customers. 
Consumers have become co-partners with marketers in shaping and spreading the 
marketing message. Consumers have acknowledged digital as a medium offering 
timely, quick and relevant marketing information. 

 
DIGITAL MARKETING CHANNELS 

Wertime and Fenwick (2011) in their study listed various modern digital 
marketing channels used by the marketers namely the websites, social networking 
sites, YouTube, online communities, e-mails, mobile phones, digital TV and digital 
outdoors. However broadly classifying digital channels into content based platforms 
and digital devices can further simplify the understanding about digital marketing 
channels. Content based platforms include websites, social networking sites, online 
communities, e-mails and others. Digital devices include computers mobile phones, 
digital TV, digital outdoor and others. 

 
 
Content Based Platforms 

Content based platforms include websites, social networking sites, online 
communities and e-mails. The section given below gives the details of content based 
digital platforms 

• Website: 
A company’s website is a significant communication tool between a 

marketer and its customers and lies at the heart of digital marketing (Stokes, 
2013). Design and information content of a website positively affects the 
customer satisfaction. Website is normally the first among the digital channels 
that potential customers use to explore the information about the marketer. A 
consumer may explore the website for seeking information only or may use 
this platform for buying products. 

• Social Networking Sites 
Social networking sites have emerged as one of the most powerful 

marketing channels for marketers across the globe. Social networking sites 
have gained immense popularity among the masses especially in last decade 
(Lee, 2013). Social networking sites are based on social media platforms that 

DIGITAL MARKETING 
CHANNELS 

Content Based Platforms Digital Devices  

Websites  

Social networking sites  

Online communications  

E- mails  

Computers  

Mobile phones  

Digital outdoors 

Digital tv 
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include online technologies, practices and communities used by people to 
create content in the form of text, audio, video etc and share feelings, 
knowledge, opinion and experiences with each other (Matthews, 2010). 
Examples of popular social media sites include photo and video sharing sites, 
blogging and micro-blogging sites, social networking sites, online gaming 
sites, „wikis‟, instant messaging and chatting sites and video sharing sites. 

• Online Communities 
Online communities also known as „message boards‟ or „internet 

forums‟ refer to web-enabled and supported discussion sites where-by users 
can converse with one another in the form of posted messages (Armstrong and 
Hagel, 2000).The members primarily interact with each other via internet. 
Customers have the freedom to choose and become a member of online 
communities. Generally members in online communities interact via social 
networking sites.  

However, they also share their opinion in specifically crafted forums, 
discussion boards, chat rooms, blogs and comment sections of news sites. 
Online communities can be formed by the enthusiast customers, marketers or 
third party. Consumers exhibit lot of faith in the online communities as 
members appreciate the experience of other community members. Online 
communities‟ provide a convenient platform for likeminded people sharing 
common interest. Members of the community can interact with each other via 
instant messaging, chat rooms, forums, e-mails, social networking sites and 
discussion boards. 

Online communities can be free or owned depending upon the control 
over the content. Free communities are built using existing free social 
networking sites like „Twitter‟, „Instagram‟, „Facebook‟, „Snapchat‟, 
„Google +‟ and many more. Free online communities don‟t offer greater 
control over the content to the marketer. Moreover, built-in membership of the 
existing social networking sites doesn‟t necessarily mean the common interest 
held by the community. 

• Emails 
Emails were probably the first real manifestations of internet. Emails 

have been an important digital marketing channel for marketers to engage with 
the customers. Email refers to a message distributed electronically from one 
computer user to others over communication networks. However new digital 
devices like smartphones, tablets, digital TV also have the capability of 
sending these messages due to their technological capabilities. Initially emails 
mainly contained text based messages, but now audio video and graphic files 
can also be sent easily via e-mails. Emails can be sent to an individual or 
group of individuals. 

Digital Devices: 
 Digital devices include computers, mobile phones, digital outdoors and digital 
TV. The section given below gives the details of digital devices: 

• Computers 
Computer is a device capable of storing, retrieving and processing data. 

Computer accepts instructions in the form of digitalized data and produces the 
output as per set of instructions or programs (Techtarget, 2005). Computers can 
come in various shapes and sizes including laptops, desktops, tablets, 
smartphones, gaming consoles, wearable devices and smart TV etc. to name a 
few. A user can perform number of activities ranging from typing documents, 
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making presentations and spreadsheets and creating and watching videos, playing 
games, browsing the internet, buying and selling products, making payments and 
many more (GCF Global, n.d.). Integration of computer with numerous internet 
enabled screens like watches, TVs and mobile phones; has made it one of the most 
used digital channels. Marketers make use of content based digital platforms 
mentioned previously namely websites, social networking sites, online 
communities and e-mails to market their products, which are accessed by the 
consumers using computer screens. 
• Mobile Phones 

Penetration of Mobile Phones started exploding in mid-90s in developed 
countries. Initially feature phones made use of Short Messaging Services (SMS) 
and were successful in communicating the marketers‟ messages to the target 
audience. Emergence of smart phones having the capabilities of advanced mobile 
operating system combined with other features of hand-held devices 
revolutionized the digital communication process. 

Customers can also actively demand the specific information by using 
GPS service. This has led to creation of location based services by marketers that 
help customers to pick the best service available. The most important feature of a 
mobile phone which makes it as most desired digital tool of today is its ubiquity 
which deals with possession of mobile phones every time and everywhere. It 
enables a marketer to contact its potential customer at any place. 
• Digital TV 

Digital television (DTV) makes use of digital methods for transmission of 
signals which results in superior image and audio quality and more number of 
channels for the viewers which in turn ensure the enhanced viewing 
experience. Digital TV is composed of two way cable TV system that allows 
the viewers to issue instructions and give feedback information via setup box; 
an electronic device. Digital TV services can be of many types namely the 
„Digital Terrestrial‟ (digital signals transmitted by arterial), „Digital Satellite 
TV‟ (digital signals transmitted by satellite and received by dish), „Digital 
Cable TV‟ (high speed fibre optic cable), „Telephone Line Digital TV‟ (via 
telephone lines) and „Internet Protocol Television‟ (broadband connection).  

• Digital Outdoors 
Digital outdoors are rising in popularity as a marketing channel. Digital 

outdoors are the contemporary digital channels comprising of dynamic billboards 
and digital screens placed at strategic locations like restaurants, shopping malls, 
kiosks, bus stands, airports and railway stations etc. Initially, digital outdoors were 
confined to dynamic billboards with entertaining content that attracted passerby‟s 
attention. Digital outdoors were used widely by the marketers due to their cost 
effective nature and improved retentions of customers. In 2011, a study 
concerning digital outdoors claimed that increased usage of smartphones 
motivated mobile consumers to look for interactive digital outdoors (Fera, 2012). 
Technological advancements made the digital outdoors interactive whereby users 
have the opportunity to interact with the digital screens are placed at carefully 
deliberated locations. 

 
DIGITAL STATISTICS OF INDIA 
 Digital landscape is changing in India. India has all the potential to be a world 
leader in digital communication. More and more people by every passing year are 
joining the internet both from urban and rural fronts. Growing internet users‟ base, 
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increased possession of digital devices, falling prices of digital devices and data plans, 
increased connectivity, improved internet compatibility of various digital devices, felt 
need for internet and increased awareness, are leading the digital revolution in India 
which have not only put the digital industry in the fastest growing business league, 
but are also impacting the consumer behaviour. 
 Indian internet user base reached 40 crores (400 million) in the year 
December, 2015 as per the apex body, „Internet and Mobile Association of India‟ 
(Sharma, 2015). India now stands at number two just after „China‟ in terms of 
number of internet users. 
 
CONSUMER BUYING DECISION PROCESS: THE CONCEPT 
 Consumer buying decision process refers to the sequence of activities which 
converts a prospect to the customer and leads an existing customer to the re-purchase 
of goods and services. 

1. Need Recognition: 
This is the first step of consumer decision making process which makes 

the customer aware about the difference between actual and desired stage 
(Hawkins, Best, Coney and Mookerjee, 2008). The need can be triggered by the 
internal or external stimuli. External stimuli comes from various information 
sources of today namely website, mobile phones, YouTube, digital TV, digital 
outdoors to name a few coupled with traditional sources which might trigger the 
thoughts of making a purchase. 
2. Search for Information: 

Once the customer acknowledges the need, the next step is to look for the 
information about available options that could satisfy the identified needs. 
External and internal memory sources are used for getting the information. 
Internal sources bank upon the customers‟ experience and memory. External 
sources constitute the information got from friends, peers, marketers and 
commercial sources (Schiffman et al. 2012). 
3. Evaluation of Alternatives: 

After collecting the information, consumer evaluates the alternatives on 
the basis of certain criteria that consumer thinks important like price, quality, 
features, experience of others‟ and ratings of other users to name a few. Consumer 
forms certain beliefs about the alternatives that guide his/her attitude, purchase 
intentions and final purchase (Sternthal and Craig, 1982). Schwenk (1984) stated 
that consumers look for simplifying the evaluation process for the complex 
decisions. 
4. Selection and Purchase: 

Favorable evaluation of a brand forms preference for the brand that a 
consumer might ultimately buy. Attitude of others and unexpected situational 
factors might intervene between purchase intentions and final purchase (Kotler 
and Keller, 2012). Favorable attitude of others and absence of unexpected 
situation would normally lead to the purchase of the product. 
5. Post Purchase Behaviour 

After purchasing a particular product, a customer might feel satisfied or 
dissatisfied. If satisfied, consumer may recommend others the brand and might 
spread negative word of mouth if dissatisfied (Brown, Barry, Dacin and Gunst, 
2005). 
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Conclusion 
The impact of digital technologies on consumer behaviour along with the 

concept of digital marketing communication. This is highlighted the characteristics of 
digital marketing communication and difference between traditional and digital 
marketing communication. The study explained the digital channels of 
communication by classifying them into content based platforms and digital devices. 
This is  also described the digital statistics of India which projects the bright side of 
digital marketing communication in India The topic  also explained the concept of 
consumer buying decision process and detailed the impact on consumer behaviour by 
explaining notable studies in digital marketing. It was highlighted in that there 
remains a need to study the impact of digital marketing communication on consumer 
buying decision process in the market.  
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