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Abstract
The rapid development of artificial intelligence (AI), recommendation algorithms, and social commerce has significantly transformed how consumers discover products in digital environments. Although previous studies have extensively discussed consumer journeys, customer experiences, and AI-enabled marketing, limited attention has been given to explaining how AI reshapes the entry point of the consumer journey. This study aims to develop a conceptual framework explaining the transition from a search-driven consumer journey to a discovery-driven consumer journey. The study adopts a conceptual research design by synthesizing academic literature and recent digital industry reports from Think with Google, We Are Social, and DataReportal. The proposed framework identifies four major digital drivers—artificial intelligence, recommendation algorithms, social commerce platforms, and personalized content—that transform the entry point of consumer interactions from intentional information search to algorithmic product discovery. Furthermore, the framework demonstrates that contemporary consumer journeys have become increasingly platform-mediated, adaptive, and continuous through algorithmic feedback loops. This study contributes to consumer journey literature by proposing algorithmic product discovery as a new conceptual perspective while providing practical implications for organizations seeking to optimize digital marketing strategies in AI-driven environments.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Digital technologies have fundamentally transformed how consumers interact with products, services, and brands. Traditionally, the consumer journey has been understood as a sequence of stages beginning with need recognition, followed by information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase, and post-purchase experience [1], [2]. Within this perspective, consumers actively search for information before making purchasing decisions. However, the rapid development of artificial intelligence (AI), recommendation algorithms, and social commerce is gradually changing how products are discovered and evaluated in digital environments.

Recent industry evidence consistently indicates that consumer decision-making is becoming increasingly non-linear. [3] explains that consumers now move dynamically between streaming, scrolling, searching, and shopping rather than following a fixed sequence of information search and purchase. At the same time, the Digital 2025 reports published by [4]  and [5] show that social media has become one of the primary channels through which consumers discover brands, products, and services. Personalized recommendations generated by platform algorithms and AI systems continuously expose users to products based on their interests and previous digital activities, allowing product discovery to occur before consumers intentionally search for information.

Previous studies have extensively examined customer journeys, customer experiences, AI-enabled interactions, and social commerce. Customer journey research mainly explains how consumers interact with multiple touchpoints throughout the purchasing process [2] while more recent studies have highlighted the role of AI in personalizing customer interactions and supporting consumer decision-making [6]. Nevertheless, limited attention has been given to how AI, recommendation algorithms, and social commerce collectively reshape the entry point of the consumer journey itself. Most existing studies continue to assume that consumer journeys begin with intentional information search, whereas contemporary digital platforms increasingly initiate consumer journeys through algorithmic content discovery.

This study addresses that gap by proposing a conceptual framework describing the transformation from a search-driven consumer journey to a discovery-driven consumer journey in the era of AI and social commerce. Rather than empirically examining consumer behavior, this paper synthesizes contemporary academic literature and digital industry reports to explain how technological developments reshape the initial stage of consumer decision-making. The proposed framework is expected to contribute to consumer journey literature while providing practical insights for marketers seeking to design more effective strategies in increasingly AI-driven and algorithm-mediated digital environments.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
The consumer journey has long been recognized as a fundamental framework for understanding consumer decision-making. Rather than viewing purchasing decisions as isolated events, the framework explains how consumers move through a series of interactions, beginning with need recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase, and post-purchase experience [2]. Similarly, the Consumer Decision Journey proposed by [1] emphasizes that consumers actively initiate the purchasing process by recognizing a need and intentionally searching for relevant information before making purchase decisions. These perspectives have established intentional information search as the primary entry point of the consumer journey.

As digital technologies evolved, the consumer journey also became increasingly complex. Consumers no longer interact with brands through a single communication channel but experience multiple online and offline touchpoints throughout the decision-making process. [7] argue that the emergence of omnichannel retailing has transformed customer interactions by integrating physical stores, websites, mobile applications, and social media into a connected customer experience. This development suggests that consumer journeys should be understood as dynamic processes involving multiple touchpoints rather than linear purchasing stages.

More recently, advances in artificial intelligence and platform-based recommendation systems have introduced another important shift in consumer behavior. Instead of relying solely on intentional information search, consumers are increasingly exposed to personalized content generated through recommendation algorithms, social media feeds, and AI-supported digital services. A systematic literature review conducted by [6] highlights that AI has become an essential driver of customer interaction by enabling personalized communication and adaptive decision support across various digital touchpoints. These developments indicate that product discovery is increasingly influenced by algorithmic recommendations before consumers actively search for information.

Although previous studies have successfully explained customer journeys, omnichannel experiences, and AI-enabled interactions, these discussions are generally presented as separate research streams. Limited attention has been given to explaining how these technological developments collectively reshape the entry point of the consumer journey itself. Therefore, this study synthesizes these perspectives and proposes that the consumer journey is evolving from a process primarily initiated by intentional search toward one increasingly initiated through algorithmic discovery. This conceptual perspective provides the theoretical foundation for the analytical framework developed in this study.

3. RESEARCH METHOD
This study adopts a conceptual research design to examine the transformation of the consumer journey in the era of artificial intelligence (AI) and social commerce. A conceptual research design is appropriate when the objective of the study is to develop or extend theoretical understanding by integrating existing knowledge rather than collecting primary empirical data [8]. Accordingly, this study does not employ surveys, interviews, or experiments, but focuses on developing a conceptual framework that explains the changing entry point of the consumer journey in contemporary digital environments.

The analysis was based on two complementary sources of evidence. The first consisted of peer-reviewed academic literature discussing consumer journeys, omnichannel retailing, AI-enabled customer interactions, and digital marketing. The second comprised recent digital industry reports published by [3], [4], [5], which provide current evidence on digital consumer behavior and online product discovery. Combining these two sources allows the study to relate established theoretical concepts with recent developments in digital marketing practice.
	
The conceptual analysis was conducted through three stages. First, relevant concepts from academic literature and industry reports were identified according to their contribution to consumer journey theory and digital consumer behavior. Second, similarities and differences among these concepts were compared to identify recurring patterns associated with changes in consumer decision-making. Finally, the identified patterns were synthesized into a conceptual framework describing the transition from a search-driven consumer journey toward a discovery-driven consumer journey in increasingly AI-driven and algorithm-mediated digital environments

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The conceptual synthesis conducted in this study indicates that the consumer journey is undergoing a fundamental transformation in digital environments. Traditional consumer journey models generally assume that purchasing decisions begin when consumers recognize a need and intentionally search for information before evaluating alternatives and making purchasing decisions [1], [2]. However, recent developments in artificial intelligence (AI), recommendation algorithms, and social commerce suggest that consumers are increasingly introduced to products before actively expressing purchase intentions. Rather than initiating the journey through search behavior, consumers frequently encounter products through algorithmically curated digital content, indicating that the entry point of the consumer journey is gradually shifting from intentional search toward algorithmic discovery.

Recent industry evidence further strengthens this conceptual shift. [3] explains that digital consumers naturally move between streaming, scrolling, searching, and shopping within the same online session, demonstrating that purchasing decisions are no longer preceded exclusively by active information search. Similarly, [4], [5] show that social media has become one of the dominant channels through which consumers discover brands and products. These developments illustrate that recommendation algorithms and personalized digital content increasingly shape product discovery before consumers deliberately search for relevant information. Consequently, digital platforms no longer function merely as information providers but also as active recommendation ecosystems capable of influencing consumer attention and purchase consideration.

Based on the integration of academic literature and industry evidence, this study proposes a conceptual framework describing the transition from a search-driven consumer journey toward a discovery-driven consumer journey. The proposed framework positions algorithmic exposure as the new entry point of consumer interaction, followed by content discovery, social validation, AI-assisted evaluation, purchase decisions, and continuous engagement. Unlike traditional consumer journey models, post-purchase activities do not represent the end of the journey. Instead, consumer interactions such as reviews, shares, comments, and engagement continuously generate behavioral data that improve recommendation algorithms and initiate subsequent discovery processes. This feedback mechanism suggests that contemporary consumer journeys are increasingly continuous, adaptive, and platform-mediated.
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Figure 1. Proposed Discovery-Driven Consumer Journey Framework 
Source: Developed by the authors based on [1], [2], [3], [4], [5], [6], [7]

The conceptual framework presented in Figure 1 illustrates the proposed Discovery-Driven Consumer Journey Framework developed through the conceptual synthesis conducted in this study. The framework demonstrates that the transformation of the consumer journey is primarily driven by four digital drivers, namely artificial intelligence (AI), recommendation algorithms, social commerce platforms, and personalized content. These technological developments shift the traditional entry point of the consumer journey from intentional information search toward algorithmic product discovery.

The framework further explains that consumer interactions no longer follow a purely linear process. Instead, consumers are first exposed to products through algorithmic recommendations before entering the stages of content discovery, social validation, AI-assisted evaluation, purchase decisions, and continuous engagement. Unlike traditional consumer journey models, post-purchase activities continuously generate behavioral data that improve recommendation algorithms and create new opportunities for future product exposure. This feedback loop suggests that the consumer journey has become an adaptive, platform-mediated, and continuously evolving process.

From a marketing perspective, the proposed framework highlights that businesses should complement conventional search-based strategies with algorithm-oriented marketing approaches. Optimizing algorithmic visibility, producing personalized content, leveraging creator and community engagement, and maintaining continuous customer interaction become increasingly important for influencing consumer decisions within AI-driven digital ecosystems.

The conceptual differences between the traditional and the proposed consumer journey are summarized in Table 1. The comparison demonstrates that the transformation extends beyond technological adoption and fundamentally changes the roles of both consumers and digital platforms. Consumers increasingly shift from active information seekers to recipients of algorithmically personalized recommendations, while digital platforms evolve from passive information providers into active content curators capable of shaping consumer attention and purchasing opportunities.

Table 1. Comparison Between Traditional and Discovery-Driven Consumer Journey
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	Aspect
	Traditional Consumer Journey
	Discovery-Driven Consumer Journey

	Entry point
	Need recognition followed by information search
	Algorithmic exposure through AI and platform recommendations

	Consumer role
	Active information seeker
	Product discoverer through personalized recommendations

	Platform role
	Information provider
	Content curator and recommendation engine

	Decision trigger
	Search intention
	Personalized exposure and algorithmic recommendation

	Evaluation process
	Independent comparison of alternatives
	Social validation supported by AI-assisted evaluation

	Marketing focus
	Search visibility (SEO/SEM)
	Algorithmic visibility, personalized content, and social engagement

	Journey characteristic
	Linear and consumer-initiated
	Continuous, adaptive, and platform-mediated



The proposed framework offers both theoretical and managerial contributions. Theoretically, this study extends consumer journey literature by proposing that the principal transformation in digital consumer behavior occurs at the entry point of the journey, where algorithmic discovery increasingly precedes intentional search. This perspective complements previous discussions on omnichannel customer experiences and AI-enabled personalization by integrating them into a single conceptual explanation. 
From a managerial perspective, organizations should reconsider conventional digital marketing strategies that primarily emphasize search visibility. Instead, businesses should optimize algorithmic visibility through personalized content, creator collaboration, community engagement, and platform-oriented content strategies capable of attracting consumers before explicit purchase intentions emerge.

5. CONCLUSION 
This study proposes a conceptual framework explaining the transformation of the consumer journey from a search-driven process toward a discovery-driven process in the era of artificial intelligence and social commerce. By integrating academic literature with recent industry evidence, the study demonstrates that recommendation algorithms, personalized content, and digital platforms increasingly shape the entry point of consumer interactions before intentional information search occurs. The proposed framework contributes to consumer journey literature by emphasizing algorithmic product discovery as an emerging conceptual perspective in digital marketing.

The findings also provide practical implications for organizations seeking to improve digital marketing performance in AI-driven environments. Rather than relying solely on search-based marketing strategies, businesses should strengthen algorithmic visibility through personalized content, creator collaboration, and continuous customer engagement. Future studies are encouraged to empirically validate the proposed framework across different industries, consumer segments, and digital platforms.
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