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Background of the Research

The spread of the internet and digital technologies has fundamentally transformed consumer
behavior by influencing, among other aspects, information acquisition, communication, and
the characteristics of online shopping. According to statistical data, internet penetration among
the population aged 16—74 reached 95% in 2024 (KSH, 2024a), and 82% of this age group
have purchased online at least once (KSH, 2024b). The growing adoption of artificial
intelligence (AI) applications is also noteworthy: by September 2024, 26% of individuals aged
16—65 had already tried such solutions (NRC, 2024).

The dissertation focuses on examining how digital technologies (including artificial
intelligence) reshape the processes of consumer socialization, with particular attention to
generational differences and intergenerational knowledge transfer. To interpret digital
consumer socialization, the study examines the concept of consumer socialization and its
transformation in the digital age, with special emphasis on the roles of the internet and Al in
these processes.

The study of consumer socialization helps to understand the contexts in which consumers live
(Ekstrom, 2006), that is, the factors underlying consumer behavior (Polya & Lészlo, 2019).
Consumer socialization addresses how individuals become consumers and how, over the
course of their lives, they adapt to various changes in their role as consumers. Even within
traditional frameworks, this is a complex phenomenon; however, the digital environment
further increases its complexity. Consumer socialization is a lifelong process (Ward, 1974;
Smith & Moschis, 1984; Schiffman & Wisenblit, 2015), in which individuals acquire new
values, norms, and skills in response to various stimuli, shaping their consumer roles (e.g.,
Goodwin & Sewall, 1992; Moreira, Casotti, & Campos, 2018; Moschis, 2012). Socialization
occurs through interactions with various agents that transmit norms, attitudes, motivations,
and behaviors to the individual (Moschis & Churchill, 1978). Socialization during childhood
is referred to as primary socialization, while socialization later in life is termed secondary
socialization (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). According to Watne and Brennan (2009), from the
perspective of consumer socialization, secondary socialization logically includes adaptation
to market changes; accordingly, secondary consumer socialization can be considered when an
adult consumer updates their skills, knowledge, or attitudes in response to such changes.

Regarding factors influencing consumer socialization, it is helpful to distinguish between the
individual and the environment surrounding them. An individual’s background (such as
gender, age, life cycle, family background, socioeconomic status, level of education,
religiosity, ethnicity, and prior experiences, among others; e.g., Mowen, 1987) fundamentally
shapes consumer socialization. In addition, various expected and unexpected life events, such
as retirement, economic failure, unemployment, or illness (e.g., Moreira, Casotti, & Campos,
2018; Moschis, 2012), as well as personal characteristics (Mishra, Maheswarappa, & Colby,
2018), also play an important role. Among these characteristics, openness to innovation is



particularly important in the digital world. In structuring the immediate environment
surrounding the individual (the microenvironment), three interacting yet highly complex
elements are identified: the family and social relations (including peers, school-related, work-
related, and other communities such as religious, sports, or local communities), the media
(including the internet and online media), and the market. Across the intersection of these three
groups of factors, a number of additional sub-factors can be identified. The microenvironment
exists within a broader, continuously changing environment (the macroenvironment), which
influences all agents as well as the individual; moreover, macroenvironmental factors also
interact with one another. The internet plays a prominent role in consumer socialization and is
connected to all factors that influence it. It should be noted that some authors identify the
internet itself as a socialization agent (e.g., Lee, Conroy, & Hii, 2003; Hill & Beatty, 2011;
Barber, 2013; Thaichon, 2017). Technological development has thus introduced new
dimensions into the approach to consumer socialization, with the most recent factor being
artificial intelligence, which is playing an increasingly influential role today. Artificial
intelligence raises entirely new questions as a result of changes in human-machine
interactions. Research (e.g., Peltier, Dahl, & Schibrowsky, 2024) shows that individuals often
behave toward computer-based systems in ways similar to how they behave toward other
people, as these systems are frequently attributed with human characteristics. This
phenomenon is referred to as the computers as social actor paradigm (Nass & Moon, 2000),
and users may form deep relationships with Al companions (Brandtzaeg, Skjuve, & Folstad,
2022). Owing to its significance - similarly to the internet - artificial intelligence can also be
interpreted as an independent socialization agent. In this context, Collins (2024) draws
attention to the fact that it matters how artificial intelligence systems themselves are socialized
and by whom, as these systems ultimately socialize us. The concept of digital socialization has
also emerged in the literature. According to Podbolotova et al. (2021), digital socialization
refers to the process of individuals’ social adaptation and integration in the context of the
digitalization of society, as well as the acquisition of new social experiences based on online
contexts. In addition, it includes the use of information and communication technologies that
contribute to the formation of so-called digital identity. Consumer socialization, in turn,
encompasses how individuals construct and reconstruct their social roles as consumers
(Ekstrom, 2006). In light of the above, digital consumer socialization is defined as a complex
and lifelong process through which individuals - via interactions with both online and offline
agents - acquire the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behavioral norms necessary to perform
their roles as digital consumers. In digital consumer socialization, experiences mediated by
machines (digital devices and algorithms) play a key role. Digital consumer socialization also
includes the acquisition of the use of digital technologies, as well as the internalization of
consumer values, motivations, and behavioral norms associated with these technologies.

Intergenerational knowledge transfer plays a particularly important role in digital
socialization, as younger generations often act as socialization agents for older ones.
According to Watne, Lobo, and Brennan (2011), the transfer of technological knowledge



frequently flows from children to parents or other older family members. Kenesei (2020)
found that older adults’ internet use can be significantly increased when family members
provide assistance, while research by Kolos, Kenesei, & Somosi (2014) suggests that peer
influence is also an important factor for older adults - presumably involving mutual learning
processes as well. Thus, intra- and intergenerational relationships not only facilitate the
acquisition of technological skills but also influence the development of internet use practices.

Online shopping, as one of the central elements of digital consumer socialization, involves
specific learning processes. Purchasing habits, preferences, and techniques are transmitted
from generation to generation (Minahan & Huddleston, 2010); however, in the online
environment, new forms of learning mechanisms may emerge depending on the level of digital
knowledge.

Overall, digital consumer socialization - through which individuals develop the skills
necessary to become digitally competent consumers - is a complex process in which
learning, inter- and intragenerational knowledge transfer, and Al-based technologies play
central roles. Together, these factors shape consumer roles in the online environment and
raise new research questions, particularly concerning the interrelationships between age,
learning modes, and digital literacy.



Research objectives

Secondary socialization and its generational differences remain relatively underexplored areas
of research. In particular, the dynamics of intra- and intergenerational knowledge transfer -
especially their joint examination - as well as the impact of artificial intelligence on consumer
socialization and the related attitudinal patterns can be considered research gaps in the existing
literature. The aim of this dissertation is to contribute to reducing these gaps and to foster a
deeper understanding of digital consumer socialization.

A key issue from the perspective of the examined topic concerns the learning modes (formal,
non-formal, and informal) that consumers employ in acquiring digital knowledge, as well as
the generational differences associated with these processes. Among the modes of acquiring
general digital knowledge, in the case of informal learning, intra- and intergenerational
relationships play a particularly significant role. The main question, therefore, is how different
groups acquire digital knowledge. Online shopping represents a pivotal moment in consumer
socialization. While in traditional purchasing contexts parents typically teach their children,
online platforms may generate knowledge transfer in the opposite direction, depending on the
digital competencies of the parties involved. In this context, it is worth examining whether
consumers relied on intragenerational ties during their first online purchase, how this varies
by age, and whether these patterns correspond to those observed in general internet-related
knowledge acquisition. The main question, therefore, is how the use of intergenerational
relationships during the first online purchase varies across generations. One of the most
significant technological changes of our time is the rapid diffusion of artificial intelligence,
which is also profoundly transforming the process of consumer socialization. However, due to
the novelty of the technology, the extent of these changes cannot yet be determined with
certainty. In this context, examining attitudes toward artificial intelligence may serve as a first
step toward a deeper understanding of this process. As the new technology is integrated into
the lives of different generations to varying degrees, substantial generational differences can
be expected in the results. The main question, therefore, is how age and prior technological
experience influence attitudes toward artificial intelligence. In line with these considerations,
the research questions and hypotheses were formulated along four thematic dimensions.

1. Thematic area: Learning modes
Research questions:

e Which learning modes characterize the acquisition of internet-related knowledge?
e  What differences can be observed between groups of different ages?



2. Thematic area: The role of intergenerational relationships
Research questions:

e  What role does intergenerational knowledge transfer play in this learning process?
What differences can be observed across age groups?

e  What role does intergenerational knowledge acquisition play in the development of
internet use practices?

3. Thematic area: First online purchase
Research questions:

e  What differences can be observed between online shoppers and non-shoppers in
terms of their demographic characteristics?

e  What are the main characteristics of first online purchases across different age
groups?

e  What sources are typically used in the context of first online purchases?

e What is the role of intergenerational relationships? What role do younger
generations play?

4. Thematic area: Artificial intelligence
Research questions:

e How s artificial intelligence perceived, and how does this differ across demographic
groups, and to what extent does it depend on prior technological experience?

e In the case of an Al-based interviewer, what levels of response willingness can be
observed, what factors influence this, and what differences emerge across groups?



Research methods

To examine the research questions and hypotheses outlined above, three primary studies were
conducted. The first primary study (Primer I: Modes of Internet Knowledge Acquisition) was
carried out in 2021 and focused on the learning modes used in acquiring internet-related
knowledge, as well as on intergenerational relationships. The second study (Primer II: First
Online Purchases) examined first online purchases, with particular attention to the role of
intergenerational relationships. The third study (Primer III: Attitudes Toward Artificial
Intelligence) investigated the adoption of artificial intelligence and the attitudes associated
with it, with a specific focus on opinions regarding a practical application option, namely a
virtual interviewer.

In the following sections, the data collection methods applied in the primary studies and the
main characteristics of the samples are summarized (Table 1), along with the research
questions and the statistical analysis methods applied by research thematic area (Table 2).

Table 1. Summary of the applied data collection methods

Study

Data collection
characteristics*

Sample characteristics

Primer I: Modes of
Internet Knowledge
Acquisition

CATI, omnibus survey,
RDD, mobile numbers,
2021

nationally
representative, n=509

Primer I1: First Online
Purchases

CATI, omnibus survey,
RDD, mobile numbers,
2023

nationally
representative, n=1016

Primer I11: Attitudes
Toward Atrtificial
Intelligence

CATI, omnibus survey,
RDD, mobile numbers,
2024

nationally
representative, n=1077

* CATI = Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing
RDD = Random Digit Dialing




Table 2. Summary of the applied statistical analysis methods

Statistical and

(Primer 111.)

Thematic . .
roup Research question Hypotheses analytical
9 methods
. What learning modes H1: In the acquisition of internet-
Learning characterize the acquisition of |related knowledge, learning modes
modes internet-related knowledge,  |differ across age groups; however, Chi-square test
(Primer 1.) and are there differences informal learning dominates in all
across age groups? (adult) age groups.
What role does
intergenerational knowledge .
transfer play in this learning Chi-square test
process?
Impact of . H2: Intergenerational acquisition of
intergene- z\gzs:\i';fzgggszczn E;u - internet-related knowledge shows Chi-square test
rational 98 9rOUPS™ 1 gitferent patterns across age groups.
relationships H3: Among older adults (60+),
(Primer 1.) characteristics of intergenerational ANOVA
’ What role does knowledge acquisition influence KruskaI-WaIIis test
intergenerational knowledge |internet use patterns, including time Mann-Whitney U '
acquisition play in shaping spent online and the number of online test K-means)éluster
internet use patterns? activities; these outcomes depend on anai sis
the age groups from whom individuals 4
learned to use the internet.
What demographic
differences can be observed :
between online buyers and Chi-square test
non-buyers?
Eirst online Wh . H4: At the time of their first online
at are the main : :
purchase characteristics of first online purchase, different age groups Chi-square test,
Primer 1 purchases across age groups? possessed different levels of internet- |ANOVA
(Primer 11.) " [related knowledge.
What sources are typically
used during the first online . ] " : Chi-square test,
g a0 |1 DU et e i oy
intergenerational relationships young " |Kruskal-Wallis test
play?
is artificial intelli H6: Acceptance of artificial
How is aénhlmadmte ﬂ;gence intelligence is more characteristic of
S(iefrfceer“;gr(;ssocxmgesra lec younger, more educated individuals
roups. and to wha% eftent and those living in large cities. Chi-square test
. groups, : H7: Acceptance of artificial
Artificial does it depend on prior . k .
. . technological experience? mtelllgenc_e depends_ on prior
intelligence technological experience.

In the case of an Al-based
interviewer, what level of
response willingness can be
observed, what factors
influence it, and what
differences appear across
groups?

H8: Acceptance of an Al-based
application (in this study: a virtual
interviewer) primarily depends on
attitudes toward artificial intelligence.

Chi-square test,
MDS, cluster
analysis (hierarchical
and K-means)




New scientific contributions

Based on the primary empirical studies, my new scientific contributions are presented in three
theses, with references to the related scientific publications.

Thesis 1: Learning modes in the acquisition of internet-related knowledge

The emergence of new digital technologies in the process of secondary consumer
socialization leads to changes in learning mechanisms, placing greater emphasis on
informal and hybrid learning modes. When examined by age, two clearly distinct groups
can be identified: individuals under the age of 40 and those aged 40 and above exhibit
substantially different learning patterns.

Hypotheses related to the thesis: H1
Publications related to the thesis: 1,2, 7,9

The continuously changing digital environment and the technological transformations
reshaping everyday life induce a re-interpretation of consumer socialization, including
learning modes. Consumers belonging to different generations encountered these technologies
in different ways and at different stages of their lives; consequently, their learning patterns
(formal, non-formal, and informal modes) also differ. Based on the literature reviewed, the
diffusion of digital technologies transforms consumer socialization and, within it, adult
learning processes. The empirical findings confirmed that digital technologies influence
learning mechanisms and enabled the identification of a new, hybrid learning mode (used by
individuals who combine formal and non-formal learning methods). This mode is primarily
characteristic of younger age groups, but it is also present among older individuals to a non-
negligible extent.

The majority of younger respondents (under the age of 40) acquire internet-related knowledge
through formal education as well; however, they typically complement this with informal
learning, thus engaging in hybrid learning. Among older individuals (aged 40 and above), the
earlier education system generally did not, or only to a limited extent, provide opportunities
to acquire internet-related knowledge; therefore, non-formal learning modes play a more
prominent role for them, and these modes are likely to remain relevant in the acquisition of
new digital competencies. Nevertheless, learning from acquaintances is a dominant factor:
most individuals aged 40 and above acquired their internet-related knowledge in this way.

In all age groups, a segment can be identified that acquires internet-related knowledge without
relying on formal or non-formal education or support from acquaintances. These individuals
learn independently through other informal means, such as experimentation or trial-and-error.
The widespread availability of artificial intelligence and digital tools allows users to learn
according to their own needs and preferences (e.g., level of knowledge, language use, level of
detail in explanations) and at their own pace. Consequently, newer digital technologies, by
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their very nature, may support such informal learning modes, including experimentation and
exploration.

At the same time, it remains an open question how emerging digital innovations, such as the
developing metaverse - where formal and non-formal education may also take place (e.g.,
educational service providers may appear in new forms), potentially interconnected with
informal learning modes and offering an excellent environment for interactive
experimentation and autonomous learning - will further shape learning modes and differentiate
learning patterns across generations, and to what extent.

Thesis 2: The role of intergenerational and intragenerational knowledge transfer in the
acquisition of digital competencies

The emergence of new digital technologies increases the importance of intergenerational
and intragenerational knowledge transfer in the process of digital consumer
socialization. This manifests in different patterns across different digital competencies
and age groups as well. The complexity of the process is further reflected in the influence
of participants’ level of digital knowledge, life stage, and cultural factors, which may
further nuance these dynamics. The empirical findings also indicate that inter- and
intragenerational knowledge transfer do not function as alternatives but rather
complement each other in contributing to the acquisition of digital competencies.

Based on empirical evidence, three major age groups - young adults, middle-aged adults,
and older adults - can be distinguished in terms of how they utilize intergenerational and
intragenerational relationships in acquiring digital competencies.

Hypotheses related to the thesis: H2, H3, H4, H5
Publications related to the thesis: 3,4, 7, 9

The diffusion of digital technologies has a significant impact on knowledge transfer processes
both between and within generations. The empirical findings highlight the complexity of these
processes: patterns of knowledge acquisition differ across digital competencies and vary by
age. While younger generations play a dominant role in knowledge transfer in the context of
general internet use, older individuals frequently assist younger ones in the domain of online
shopping. Among middle-aged individuals, peer relationships play a dominant role in
knowledge transfer.

Among the youngest adults (aged 18-29), when internet-related knowledge is acquired through
social relationships, assistance is provided primarily by older individuals or peers. In this
group, the role of older individuals is the most pronounced in this learning process (43%
learned from older acquaintances). At the same time, this age group is the most active in
teaching others internet-related knowledge. Although they assist both younger individuals and
peers, they most frequently support older individuals. In the context of online shopping,
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reliance on the experience of older individuals is even more pronounced, alongside the
continued importance of peers.

Among individuals aged 30-39, peers play a dominant role in the acquisition of general digital
knowledge when social support is utilized. Intergenerational relationships display a mixed
pattern in this group: knowledge transfer from older individuals is also significant, while the
role of younger individuals is not negligible. In terms of teaching others, they primarily
support older individuals. In online shopping as well, peers constitute the most influential
source of support. Overall, the findings suggest that family situation and life stage may play a
decisive role for this group. Similar patterns are observed among those aged 40-49, although
the configuration of inter- and intragenerational knowledge transfer differs somewhat. In the
case of general internet-related knowledge, peers and younger individuals are equally
important, while the role of older individuals is substantially lower. However, in first online
purchases, peers clearly represent the primary source of support, while the roles of both
younger and older individuals are less pronounced. Overall, among middle-aged adults (aged
30-49), peers represent the primary source of support in acquiring digital competencies.

Among older generations (aged 50 and above), knowledge transfer directed from younger to
older individuals is clearly dominant. The majority (approximately 80%) learned the basics of
internet use from younger family members or acquaintances, and younger individuals also
provided the primary support during first online purchases (30% among those aged 50-59 and
42% among those aged 60 and above). Among the oldest group (aged 60+), the proportion of
individuals who did not assist others in learning internet-related skills is particularly high
(49%). The findings suggest that older individuals (60+) who learn from multiple age groups
engage in a broader range of online activities and are more active in online shopping.

The low proportion of older individuals who do not rely on social relationships for acquiring
digital knowledge highlights the crucial role of external support in determining whether older
consumers become digitally competent. Overall, the results clearly indicate not only that age
is a key determinant in the use of inter- and intragenerational relationships in digital
knowledge acquisition, but also that the specific object of learning strongly influences these
patterns. In the case of online shopping, the partial persistence of traditional roles is likely, as
decision-making related to financial matters is also a key factor. These processes may be
further nuanced by cultural factors, as societies with different social, economic, and levels of
digital development may relate differently to various forms of knowledge sharing.

Thesis 3: Dynamics of attitudes toward Al-based tools

The use of Al-based tools influences technological attitudes and preferences in different
ways. While Al-based tools are an integral part of the socialization process for younger
individuals, acceptance and use among older individuals still require support, primarily
provided by socialization agents (family members and peers) and self-socialization
processes. At the same time, Al-based tools may contribute to reducing the digital divide,
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particularly through the decisive role of the quality of the first interaction among older
users.

Hypotheses related to the thesis: H6, H7, H8
Publications related to the thesis: 5, 6, 8

While internet penetration is close to 100% except among the oldest age groups, acceptance
of Al-based technologies and the use of Al-based applications are still characteristic of only a
smaller segment of society and are strongly associated with age. Educational attainment and
prior technological experience also exert a significant influence. Younger generations are
more likely to use these tools than older generations. For younger individuals, Al -similarly to
the internet - already constitutes an integral part of the set of socialization agents. For older
individuals, however, these tools generally still represent a novelty and must be learned.

Based on multidimensional scaling (MDS) analysis of attitudes toward virtual interviewers,
four respondent groups can be identified: technology skeptics, moderately open users, cautious
pragmatists, and technology-friendly users. These clusters help to explain the formation of
attitudes and the factors influencing trust in Al-based tools. One of these groups (moderately
open users) appears to value the communication itself more than whether the interaction is
mediated by a human or a machine. Based on these findings, the quality of the first interaction
may play a particularly important role in shaping technological attitudes among older age
groups; consequently, Al-based tools may help reduce the digital divide. It should also be
noted that initial support may be necessary in cases of difficulties or disruptions, in which
previously examined social relationships may play a significant role. Accordingly, for older
generations, the functionality of the tools - such as communication and practical usability -
along with ease of use and support, may be critical, while for younger users, interactivity and
opportunities to experiment with new features may be the most important factors.
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