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Abstract. As the quintessential example of domestic animated cinema, Ne Zha2's
box office triumph is due not only to its superlative production but also to the
judicious use of an emotional marketing and user co-creation strategy facilitated
by the TikTok platform. At the centre of this paper is the integration of affective
communication theory with the cognitive psychology framework. Through this
integration, the path of emotional activation in the TikTok marketing of Ne Zha2
is systematically analysed. The system analyzes how the film accurately grasps
the psychology of the audience and inspires users to participate in content crea-
tion. This results in fission communication, which ultimately leads to box office
growth. The study found that through the design of character empathy, social
issue binding, and interactive play, the film transformed the audience into com-
municators, realised the transformation from 'film IP' to 'cultural symbol', and
provided new ideas and paradigms for film and television marketing.

Keywords: Emotional Resonance, Marketing, Tiktok, Emotional Awareness,
Cultural Identity.

1 Introduction

In recent years, with the rise of new media and the ensuing technological development,
the mode of film marketing has shifted. The traditional offline roadshows of the past
have now been replaced by social media platforms such as WeChat, Weibo, and Tik-
Tok. Following the emergence of the new coronavirus pneumonia, major film produc-
tion companies have initiated the ' cloud roadshow’(online remote promotional cam-
paign) model [1]. This model is not only low-cost, efficient, and effective in data
growth, but it also has the potential to change the landscape of film distribution. As of
2025, Chinese films' online distribution investment accounts for 67% of the total mar-
keting budget, and social platforms have become the main battlefield for film distribu-
tion. As a prominent user promotion and secondary creation platform, TikTok, with its
fragmentation, high interaction, and strong dissemination, caters to the diverse con-
sumption needs of usersand especially shows a very high penetration rate among young
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groups [2]. In addition, TikTok provides a natural ground for film promotion, and its
large, authentic, and highly engaged user base provides a rich audience base for the
film, with a box office conversion rate of over 38%.

In this process of transformation, Ne Zha?2 is of typical research value. Ne Zha2 has
ranked among the top five in the global film and television charts with a box office
score of 15 billion yuan [3]. Its success could not be separated from the comprehensive
marketing strategy of TikTok. According to the 2024 China Movie Marketing White
Paper, TikTok users have watched movie-related videos more than 285.1 billion times,
and 98% of movies that have grossed more than $100 million have been promoted on
TikTok. In addition, the average value of the correlation coefficient between the film
heat index and the film box office is as high as 0 907. As of 11 February 2025, the
promotional campaign launched by the official account of Ne Zha2 on TikTok has gen-
erated a huge response from users, with a cumulative total of over 2.3 billion retweets
and likes. The campaign also garnered more than 12 million discussions and over 1.8
billion interactions, with a UGC (user-generated content) conversion rate that exceeded
the industry average by 3.2 times, including more than 110,000 contributions from web
celebrities and more than 730 million interactions, with topic playback accounting for
19% of the film's platform-wide content. TikTok, as an emerging communication me-
dium, has provided new marketing ideas for filmmakers while changing traditional
marketing methods. Existing studies tend to focus on the linear relationship between
box office and marketing tools, while in-depth exploration of emotional communication
mechanisms is relatively lacking. Combining emotional communication theory and
cognitive psychology framework, this study systematically analyses the path of emo-
tional activation in Ne Zha2's TikTok marketing, which not only makes up for the lack
of theoretical research but also provides the industry with a replicable ‘cognitive-emo-
tional-behavioural’ transformation model.

2 Affective Cognition Theory

The Appraisal Theory of Emotion (AT)was systematically proposed by Lazarus (1991),
and its central claim is that emotions arise from an individual's cognitive appraisal pro-
cess of a stimulus event. From the intersection of cognitive psychology and behavioural
economics, emotion, as a core dimension of the human cognitive system, constantly
shapes an individual's value system towards objective things. When this attitudinal ex-
perience mechanism is projected to the commercial field, it constitutes a key path of
contemporary marketing paradigm transformation- companies no longer simply sell the
functional value of products but achieve deep penetration into the minds of consumers
by constructing emotional resonance fields [4]. This phenomenon of value migration
has been characterised by significant paradigm innovation in business practice in recent
years.

Although Lazarus's evaluation theory is widely cited in various fields, Scherer
(2001) points out that the theory ignores the moderating role of physiological arousal.
In film marketing, affective cognition theory greatly improves the effectiveness of mar-
keting strategies by indirectly guiding the cognitive evaluation process of the audience.
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Therefore, the authors of this paper added the dual-channel model of ‘sensory stimula-
tion-cognitive evaluation, > and the research idea is shown in Figure 1.
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Fig. 1. Research ideas

2.1 Theoretical Core

The theoretical model emphasises that emotion arises from an individual's active cog-
nitive appraisal of an event rather than the event itself and that its core mechanism
consists of two stages: Primary appraisal: individuals judge the relevance of the stimu-
lus event to their own needs, e.g. in film marketing, affective symbols (e.g. music, im-
ages, etc.) are used to establish resonance between the film's content and the viewer's
values and to strengthen the connection between the goals. Sub-assessment: Individuals
assess their coping resources and ability to deal with events, e.g. by demonstrating the
level of production of a film or the relevance of a hot topic in society, a filmmaker can
stimulate the audience's ‘coping resources’ (e.g. time, interest, etc.).On this basis, the
producer combines the narrative logic of the film to stimulate positive emotions (e.g.
moving, joy, etc.) in the audience, which in turn triggers the mechanism of counterac-
tion of emotions on the cognitive cycle - promoting the formation of positive memories
and the audience's willingness to share, forming a closed loop of ‘cognition-emotion-
behaviour’.

2.2 Film Marketing Fit

In film marketing, the theoretical model achieves value delivery through staged inter-
ventions on audience perception, i.e., primary assessment triggering and secondary as-
sessment reinforcing. By highlighting the relevance of the film's emotional core to the
target audience's psychological needs to trigger their emotional resonance, officials can
also ask KOLs (key opinion leaders) to interpret the content professionally, send visual
signals (such as low threshold for viewing and high participation in the topic) to the
audience, and reduce decision-making resistance. Achieve the effect of both triggering
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a positive cognitive evaluation of the film by the user (primary) and arousing the inter-
est of the viewer through interesting content (secondary), thus converting this into ac-
tual consumption behaviour.

2.3  Platform Empowerment Effect

This theory is particularly evident in TikTok's ‘Topic Hotlist’ and ‘Tap Spread, ’ and
the nature of the TikTok platform exponentially amplifies this theoretical effect.
Through the short video format and algorithmic recommendation mechanism to opti-
mise the efficiency of emotional reach, the superposition effect of the platform, and the
innovation of virtual concepts and other features of the use of user-initiated editing
video or play terrier, the film from entertainment products into cultural symbols, to
achieve the long-tail effect of the film box office [5]. In summary, the theory effectively
enhances the audience's emotional experience and purchase decision through the two-
way combination of cognitive guidance and affective touch. However, it should be
noted that the application of this theory in the short video scene, there is an ‘emotional
threshold’ phenomenon, overstimulation can lead to emotional fatigue, which explains
why some of the film marketing will be high interaction and low conversion of the
phenomenon of ‘good but not good’.

3 Marketing Strategy Analysis

Taking the phenomenal spread of Ne Zha2 as an example, its success is essentially a
process of reconstructing cultural consumption behaviour through emotional narratives
[6]. The 'emotional element' runs through the entire chain of the film's popularity, not
only in the film's own image-building, but also in the continuing power of the marketing
strategy to form the emotional resonance between the box-office myth and the sales
arena.

3.1 Expanding the Impact of Advocacy through a Participatory Culture

The participatory culture was proposed by Henry Jenkins, which refers to the use of
social media networks as a platform, with all Internet users as the main body, through
the common identity, proactive creation of media text, dissemination of media content,
to create a new type of media culture style of freedom, equality, openness, tolerance,
and sharing. He emphasised that user co-creation increases brand affiliation, and Ne
Zha2's marketing strategy perfectly illustrates the three core mechanisms of participa-
tory culture.

3.1.1 The Awakening of Collective Memory - Spring Festival Marketing. The market-
ing positioning of Ne Zha2 on the TikTok platform clearly states that the film is a Chi-
nese New Year production, with the main target audience being young audiences, es-
pecially those interested in animation and comedy themes. From a marketing strategy
perspective, the initial planning and content creation process for the film on the TikTok
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platform placed special emphasis on releasing it on the first day of the Lunar New Year,
which is an important time for family reunions in traditional Chinese culture. Given the
good word-of-mouth that has already been built up for Ne Zha: Birth of the Demon
Child, viewers have high expectations and enthusiasm for the follow-up to Ne Zha 2.
Amid this anticipation, the release of Ne Zha2 took on a special significance, with the
film's nearly two-month platform of sustained advertising and marketing campaigns
designed to whet audiences' appetites and inspire them to see the film. The box office
of the film exceeded 100 million yuan during the pre-sale stage. Making full use of the
characteristics of short video platforms, the filmmaker released a series of trailers
through suspenseful editing and other techniques, which fully stimulated the audience's
curiosity and desire to decode. The 'First Day of Lunar New Year' theme video reached
a cumulative total of 2.8 billion views, effectively increasing the pre-sale conversion
rate by 40 percent. At the same time, combined with the family-friendly nature of the
Spring Festival season, the film was launched with emotionally charged content target-
ing the parent-child and middle-aged groups, further broadening the scope of the film's
audience.

3.1.2 Expanding Your Audience - Word of Mouth Marketing. Numerous studies have
confirmed that IWOM has a significant impact on a film's box office performance [7].
The film has successfully attracted a wide range of audiences through precise market
positioning and emotional resonance. Firstly, the TikTok platform used humorous and
resonant copy, such as the tagline that incorporated the culture of 'workers, ' which
quickly struck a chord with young viewers. Not only was the copy in line with pop
culture, but it also gave viewers a sense of the characters' hard work and perseverance
in a light-hearted way. Secondly, the film showed a lot of positive reviews through
UGC and design posters. This creates a self-reinforcing word-of-mouth effect that fur-
ther raises audience expectations. The #Nezha Working Quotes Challenge, launched
by the official organisation attracted the participation of over 1.2 million users and gen-
erated over 350,000 pieces of UGC content. The film's producers then leveraged the
influence of the TikTok platform to create a positive brand image. After the film's re-
lease, the studio flexibly adjusted the film's marketing strategy and release date by mon-
itoring audience feedback and box office data in real-time to ensure that the audience
experience and box office revenue were maximised. All of these initiatives have created
a solid word-of-mouth base for Na Zha2.

3.1.3 Emotional Engagement - Topic Marketing. Ne Zha?2 skillfully used the strategy
of topic marketing to turn the audience's enthusiasm for discussion into a powerful im-
petus for promoting the film. The film has managed to stimulate active public partici-
pation and discussion by leading with the topic, thus keeping the issue consistently hot.
The topics chosen for the film are not only relevant to the film itself but also resonate
emotionally with the lives of the audience. For example, an extra short film was re-
leased before the film's release, which not only showed the film's plot, classic lines, and
original design but also incorporated the festive atmosphere of the Chinese New Year,

"

so that audiences could feel the modern values of "My destiny is mine but not heaven's
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that the film conveys joyfully. The short film 'Ne Zha Passing Security Checks at Spring
Festival' was released and received over 7 million likes, dominating the TikTok Hot
100 for 72 hours and sparking widespread discussion and sharing for its creativity and
fun. On the other hand, the film is also focusing on the topic of the creative team and
will release some behind-the-scenes footage and audience comments on TikTok at each
screening of the film so that audiences can feel the stories and emotions behind the
making of the film. For example, the interesting incident of director Dumpling's
"closed-door drawing of a billion-dollar poster”, the voice actor of Taiyi Zhenzhen's
"getting high" moment, and the behind-the-scenes story of "driving the special effects
artist crazy" in the production of the underwater demonic beast battle, all quickly be-
came hot topics on social media, greatly enhancing the sustainability and spread of the
topics. These stories have become social media hotspots, greatly enhancing the conti-
nuity and spread of the topic.

In addition, Ne Zha2 adopts the strategy of "model incubator"” in its marketing strat-
egy, instead of the traditional one-way indoctrination mode of films, which transforms
film elements into recreated cultural symbols and encourages the audience to partici-
pate in the recreation and dissemination of film culture [8]. These three dimensions of
marketing strategy together form a complete closed loop of 'cultural identity - emotional
resonance - behavioural participation', transforming the audience from passive recipi-
ents to active disseminators.

3.2  Pan-entertainment IP Marketing for an Animation Film

The concept of "pan-entertainment”" was introduced by Wucheng, Vice President of
Tencent Group, in 2011, and refers to cultural and creative products based on the sym-
biosis of multiple areas of the Internet and mobile Internet, creating a fan economy of
star IP (intellectual property), and derived from a variety of cultural and creative busi-
ness areas such as games, literature and animation. Its core is product IP, and Ne Zha2
has used this feature to build its unique brand image and IP industry chain.

The film follows the three-step model of 'content creation-visual empowerment-
commercial realisation', creating a complete IP value chain. First, in terms of narrative
IP, the continuation of the spiritual core creates an emotional connection. Ne Zha2 con-
tinues the spiritual core of "My destiny is mine but not heaven's" and deeply integrates
themes of growth and redemption into the plot, creating emotional resonance across
cultural barriers and providing a strong driving force for story development. Second, in
terms of visual IP, the film establishes an iconic aesthetic system. In terms of visual
creation, the film creates brand-new characters and fantasy scenes, blends oriental fan-
tasy and cyberpunk styles, retains the traditional flavour and adapts to contemporary
aesthetics, and constructs a highly recognisable and highly scalable visual system. Fi-
nally, in terms of production IP, digital tools have improved development efficiency.
The studio has established an industrialised process for the simultaneous development
of film and derivatives, adopted a traditional pattern Al generation system, and applied
for a patent to transform the bronze Taotie pattern into a cyber-mechanical texture; this
‘technology nationalisation' strategy has shortened the design cycle of derivatives by
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60% and laid a solid foundation for the subsequent operation and realisation of the film
[9].

Ne Zha2 has implemented a layered licensing strategy through the logic of ‘broad
penetration - deep operation - long tail realisation’ in its actual IP operation, building a
complete ecosystem from market coverage to value exploration. In the broad penetra-
tion stage, the film cooperated with more than 20 cross-discipline brands such as Meng
niu, Cotti Coffee, and HONOR phone, launched highly popular derivatives such as
blind boxes and cards, and enhanced IP stickiness to cover a wide range of categories
such as food, trendy games, digital electronics, etc., with Meng niu's co-branded milk
sales exceeding 12 million yuan in the 10 days after the film's release. At the same time,
the TikTok platform will be used for large-scale advertising implantation and online
pre-sale linkage to efficiently reach the mass market; In the stage of deep operation, the
film company pays more attention to the emotional binding of the content and brand,
such as POP MART blind box to restore the classic scenes of the film, relying on
Chengdu, Dongguan and other industrial clusters to achieve an efficient supply chain
response, the IP licensing fee soared from 5 million yuan to 9 million yuan. The TikTok
platform has seen a 235% year-on-year increase in user search activity and is predicting
market trends accordingly. In the long-tail implementation stage, POP MART blind
boxes are available for pre-sale for up to four months at more than double the price on
the second-hand market. Meanwhile, the company has strengthened its awareness of
copyright protection, expanded licensing scenarios such as theme parks and cultural
and tourism innovations, as well as explored the globalisation of output and the devel-
opment of digital collections, and it is expected that Ne Zha's IP will reach a total com-
mercial value of RMB 30-35 billion. This three-dimensional operation has achieved the
transition from short-term pop to long-term ecology, resulting in IP licensing revenues
accounting for 35% of total revenues, well above the industry average of 20%.

33 The Collective Cohesion of the National Sentiment

The idea of a group 'we' formed between equal, loosely connected members of society
through social media is the concept of the 'imagined community' proposed by scholar
Benedict Richard O'Gorman Anderson. It is not limited to the narrow concept of sov-
ereignty over the boundaries of group members, but also concerns the concept of sov-
ereignty over the consistency of attitudes, beliefs, and other aspects among members
[10]. As Ne Zha2 became the top animated film at the global box office with the power
of a single market, the film has gradually been abstracted into a symbol and icon rep-
resenting the standard of the country's animated film production. Traditional global
box-office charts have been dominated by works of art and literature based on Western
values, but the emergence of Ne Zha2 signaled the beginning of a global presence for
local Chinese literary content. From 'box office deficit' to '10 billion yuan subsidy', Ne
Zha2's global box office breakthrough is not only a commercial event but also an im-
portant symbol of China's cultural soft power, and its significance has gone beyond the
film itself to become a typical case of China's 'national wave' cultural export. Its signif-
icance goes beyond the film itself and has become a typical case of China's 'national
wave' cultural export. All of them show the most down-to-earth collective emotions of
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Chinese audiences, which have grown freely under the promotion of platform market-
ing, from a simple cartoon to a sublimation of cultural confidence, gradually forming
an emotional resonance with traditional Chinese culture and the Chinese Dream.

4 Conclusion

With the booming development of social media, film marketing channels have been
greatly expanded while at the same time revealing the new direction and basic logic of
film marketing. Ne Zha2's marketing practice on the TikTok platform demonstrates a
dual exploration of innovation and effectiveness. It skilfully integrates diversified strat-
egies, accurately grasps the psychology of viewers at different stages, and successfully
builds a bridge of emotional communication with viewers by taking advantage of con-
tent creation and platform, transforming the film from a mere animation work into a
cultural phenomenon hotly debated by the whole nation. This case fully demonstrates
that in the current new media environment, film marketing has gone beyond the scope
of traditional promotion and turned to emotional resonance as the core, deeply explor-
ing the intrinsic value of films. Using rich and creative content and flexible interactive
methods, film marketing can be integrated into the audience's daily life and create emo-
tional resonance. However, while acknowledging its success, must also be vigilant
about potential issues in the film marketing process. Although short-form marketing
can increase a film's exposure and box office to a certain extent, if it relies too much on
marketing tools and ignores the quality and artistry of the film itself, even if it achieves
short-term success, it will be difficult to maintain the audience's love in the long term.
For China's animated film industry, with the development of the times and technologi-
cal innovation, film marketing should also continue to improve and innovate to promote
the steady and long-term development of China's animated film industry.
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