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Abstract. This paper aims to reveal the internal mechanisms through which so-
cial media narratives drive youth consumption. Grounded in narrative commu-
nication theory, narrative transportation theory, the theory of planned behavior,
and social influence theory, we construct an integrated model of “social media
narrative — psychological mechanisms — consumer behavior.” Using a ques-
tionnaire survey, we collected 350 valid responses from young participants aged
20-30 and conducted empirical testing via structural equation modeling (SEM).
The results indicate that social media narrative strategies exert significant posi-
tive effects on youth users’ narrative immersion and value identification; narra-
tive immersion and value identification serve as dual mediators between narra-
tive strategies and purchase intention; purchase intention significantly promotes
actual purchasing behavior; social media usage frequency positively moderates
the narrative immersion — purchase intention path, while trust in Key Opinion
Leaders (KOLs) positively moderates the value identification — purchase in-
tention path. This study deepens theoretical links between social media narra-
tives and youth consumption and provides practical implications for corporate
narrative marketing and platform governance.

Keywords: social media narrative; youth consumer behavior; narrative immer-
sion; value identification; empirical study

1 Introduction

As the digital economy becomes an important engine of China’s economic growth,
new digital consumption forms such as social media, short videos, and live streaming
have emerged and profoundly altered youth consumption decision logics. Govern-
ment policies continue to improve support systems. On September 2025, the Ministry
of Commerce and seven other departments issued “Guiding Opinions on Vigorously
Developing Digital Consumption and Co-creating a Better Life in the Digital Era,”
proposing 14 measures across four dimensions — enriching supply, cultivating actors,
optimizing support, and creating environments — encouraging innovation in scenar-
ized and story-driven digital consumption content. The 14th Five-Year Plan for digital
economy development centers on digitizing traditional consumption sectors and im-
proving new infrastructure such as 5G and data centers, strengthening institutional
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and hardware foundations. Technological innovation also supports the upgrade of
consumption narratives: Al-based recommendation algorithms enable precise content
delivery; virtual anchors can stream story-like content 24/7; AIGC reduces the crea-
tive threshold for short scripts and narrative copy; SG+XR constructs immersive sce-
narios; blockchain can endorse narrative authenticity.

Under policy and technological impetus, social media platforms have produced
abundant narrative content—short dramas, creators’ life stories, and product-scenario
enactments. Firms and creators attempt to link emotionally with youth and guide pur-
chases. Yet practical pain points are evident: (1) narrative effectiveness is heteroge-
neous — while some content elicits deep immersion and value concordance among
youth, other content is rejected due to stiff emotion or weak logic; (2) heterogeneity in
youth responses is significant — high-frequency vs low-frequency users, high-trust
KOL followers vs critical audiences show very different acceptance and conversion,
and moderation by individual traits is often overlooked; (3) content homogenization,
authenticity doubts, and algorithmic filter bubbles overlap, causing impulse purchases
for some youth and distrust-driven resistance for others. These issues highlight the
urgency of systematically analyzing how social media narratives affect youth con-
sumption.

Scholarly attention on social media’s reshaping of consumption behavior is sub-
stantial. Prior work from various theoretical angles has revealed relevant mechanisms.
From the social comparison perspective, Luxinyuan et al. (2023) [1] experimentally
found that upward social comparison correlates with conspicuous and conformist
consumption, mediated by inferiority feelings and counterfactual thinking; downward
comparison affects conspicuous and scarcity-driven purchase via counterfactual
thinking and subjective well-being. On consumption form evolution, Peng (2022) [2]
argued that life-sharing social media promotes the mediatization, collectivization, and
aestheticization of consumption, with young users’ aesthetics driving platform con-
sumption. On content marketing, Fu Huifen et al. (2016) [3] analyzed brand WeChat
accounts and found that practical information and social content are more effective,
with platform strategy capability moderating content marketing and social currency
relations. Other studies address identity anxiety, algorithmic governance dilemmas,
and content-value frameworks, providing theoretical references for social media con-
sumption logic [4, 5].

Despite abundant findings, gaps remain: (1) much research focuses on single vari-
ables (social comparison, content type) and lacks integration of the full chain “content
strategy — psychological mechanism — consumer behavior”; (2) insufficient atten-
tion to youth heterogeneity — frequency of use and KOL trust as moderators are un-
derexplored; (3) limited work linking practical pain points such as content homogeni-
zation and algorithmic filter bubbles into mechanism analyses. This study constructs
an integrated model “social media narrative — psychological mechanism — consum-
er behavior” to empirically test dual mediation and dual moderation effects, and offers
governance and differentiated marketing suggestions to help firms and platforms im-
prove narrative marketing and reduce risks.
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2 Theoretical Mechanisms and Research Hypotheses

2.1 Theoretical Foundations

2.1.1 Narrative Communication Theory.

Narrative communication theory asserts that people understand the world through
stories and emphasizes emotional resonance as central to attitude change. Effective
narratives must be coherent and credible. In social media contexts, this translates into
a practicable narrative strategy system featuring multimodal presentation, interactive
design, and fragmentary structure. Multimodal presentation integrates text, images,
audio, and dynamic effects to convert abstract functions into concrete sensory experi-
ences. Interactive design (comments, branching plots) transforms youth users from
passive receivers into active participants. Fragmentary structure — short episodes and
front-loaded core information — precisely fits youth’s fragmented usage habits. The
combination of these strategies reduces cognitive load, triggers narrative immersion,
and, through the values embedded in narratives, aligns with youths’ self-concept to
form the psychological basis for purchase intention.

2.1.2 Narrative Transportation Theory.

Narrative transportation theory posits that when audiences are deeply “transported”
into stories, they enter focused psychological states, attenuate self-awareness, experi-
ence strong empathy, and are less inclined to counterargue, making them more recep-
tive to the values conveyed. In social media, narrative content builds life-close scenar-
ios and straightforward plot logic that quickly induce deep immersion, causing users
to perceive content as “life sharing” rather than “advertising.” Importantly, immersion
and value identification form a mutually reinforcing cycle: deep immersion helps
users better grasp narrative values and strengthen acceptance; when narrative values
align with personal beliefs, users intensify their emotional investment and prolong the
immersion experience. This immersion—identification loop supplies persistent emo-
tional momentum for converting to purchase intention.

2.1.3 Theory of Planned Behavior.

The theory of planned behavior constructs the chain “psychological factors — be-
havioral intention — actual behavior,” suggesting that behavioral intention is the core
predictor of actual behavior, determined by attitude, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioral control. In this study, this theory supports two core paths: (1) value identi-
fication — purchase intention: when narrative-conveyed values (e.g., “self-pleasing
consumption,” “rational environmentalism”) align with youth users’ beliefs, positive
attitudes and strong purchase intentions form; (2) purchase intention — actual pur-
chase: embedded instant-buy functions on platforms (e.g., shopping carts, in-stream
purchase links) disrupt traditional complex purchase processes, enabling users to
complete purchases at the moment of intention—exhibiting an “intention-as-action”
characteristic.
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2.1.4 Social Influence Theory: Moderation by Individual Traits.

Social influence theory states that individual decisions are affected by others’ be-
haviors and authoritative opinions; the effect depends on the influencer’s authority,
immediacy, and consensus. On social media, KOLs (Key Opinion Leaders) serve as
domain authorities whose recommendations reduce information asymmetry and in-
crease product credibility. Community interactions (comments, likes, reposts) provide
immediate social feedback, constructing “majority choice” social proof. Recommen-
dation algorithms determine narrative visibility and propagation paths as key situa-
tional variables. Crucially, youth heterogeneity moderates social influence: social
media usage frequency and KOL trust are core moderators. High-frequency users are
more familiar with platform content and thus experience stronger narrative conver-
sion; users who highly trust KOLs more readily translate value identification into
purchase intention.

2.2 Model Construction and Hypothesis Derivation

Based on the four theoretical foundations above, we construct an integrated model
“social media narrative — psychological mechanisms — purchase intention — pur-
chase behavior.” (Figure 1). The model treats social media narrative strategy as the
starting point, including multimodal presentation, interactive design, fragmentary
structure, and value transmission. Narrative immersion and value identification are
modeled as dual mediators bridging narrative strategies to purchase intention. Pur-
chase intention mediates between psychological mechanisms and actual behavior.
Social media usage frequency and KOL trust are introduced as moderators bounding
the transformation from psychological mechanisms to purchase intention.

2.2.1 Dual Mediation Hypothesis.

Combining narrative communication, narrative transportation, and the theory of
planned behavior, social media narrative strategies influence youth purchase intention
through narrative immersion and value identification as dual mediators, revealing a
“cognition — emotion — intention” progression. Multimodal, interactive, and frag-
mentary strategies lower cognitive decoding costs and rapidly trigger narrative im-
mersion, which weakens defensive responses and opens the psychological channel for
value transmission. Value identification forms when narrative values align with
youths’ self-concepts, producing strong emotional resonance that fosters positive
attitudes. The “immersion-identification” cycle enhances the dual mediation effect.
Hence:

H1: Social media narrative strategies significantly promote youth purchase inten-
tion by enhancing narrative immersion and value identification.
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Fig. 1. Integrated model

2.2.2 Purchase Intention to Behavior Prediction Hypothesis.

According to the theory of planned behavior, behavioral intention predicts actual
behavior. In social media contexts, platform features strengthen the intention-to-
action path via instant purchase channels (e.g., in-stream links). As purchase intention
intensifies, the likelihood and scale of actual purchases increase.

H2: Youth purchase intention positively influences actual purchasing behavior;
stronger intention corresponds to higher purchase probability and expenditure.

2.2.3 Moderation Hypotheses: Usage Frequency and KOL Trust.

Social media usage frequency and KOL trust moderate the transformation from
psychological mechanisms to purchase intention. High-frequency users’ familiarity
with platform narrative conventions lowers cognitive costs and accelerates emotional
involvement, making immersion more readily translate to intention. High KOL trust
transfers trust to products, strengthening the conversion of value identification into
purchase intention.

H3: (a) Social media usage frequency positively moderates the narrative immer-
sion — purchase intention relationship (stronger for high-frequency users). (b) KOL
trust positively moderates the value identification — purchase intention relationship

(stronger for high KOL-trust users).
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3 Current Status and Pain Points of Social Media
Narrative-Driven Youth Consumption in China

3.1 Current Landscape of Youth Consumption Attitudes

The main narrative carriers in China are Douyin (TikTok China) and Xiaohongshu
(RED), which, through differentiated content positioning, cover different youth con-
sumption needs and form a “dual-platform dominance.” By 2024, short-video users in
China reached 1.12 billion, with over 60% aged 20—-30; penetration rates for Douyin
and Xiaohongshu among youth approximate 60% and 20% respectively (Cyberspace
Administration of China, 2023).

Platform content strategies differ: Douyin favors dramatized narratives (1-3 mi-
nute videos using “pain-point opening — product placement — outcome reinforce-
ment”), adapting to youth’s fragmented attention; Xiaohongshu emphasizes lifestyle
scenarios via combined text-image-video formats presenting “authentic experience —
product detail breakdown — purchase advice,” enhancing perceived credibility. This
scenario segmentation enables precise reach: entertainment-seeking youth prefer
Douyin; information-oriented youth prefer Xiaohongshu (in our sample 60% routinely
use Douyin, 20% Xiaohongshu).

Category-wise, narrative content mainly clusters in cosmetics, food, and electron-
ics (>70%). Cosmetics narratives center on KOL reviews and outcome displays; food
content stresses scenario-based recommendations (e.g., dorm snack hauls); electronics
rely on functional demonstrations and value-for-money comparisons. These category—
narrative patterns have driven online sales growth—annual growth around 35% in
related categories (Li Ming et al., 2022).

3.2 Characteristics of Youth Consumption Behavior

3.2.1 Classification of Youth Consumer Groups.
Based on survey analysis, youth users cluster into three types:

1. Immersive users: highly empathetic and emotionally influenced by narratives.
They subdivide into high-frequency users (47.7%, 167/350) who favor complete
narratives and need longer content for immersion; and low-frequency users (10%,
35/350) who rarely use social apps and are less attracted by KOLs.

2. Value-oriented users: 64% (224/350). They are sensitive to identity and value con-
gruence, making purchase decisions based on personal values and KOL value out-
puts.

3. Rational users: 20% (70/350). They resemble low-frequency users in being less in-
fluenced by emotions or marketing, focusing on function, cost-effectiveness, and
rational evaluation.

This yields a spectrum from affect-driven to value/rational judgment, reflecting di-
versified consumption logic.
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3.2.2 Behavioral Features: Emotion and Identification Co-Drivers; Short Deci-
sion Chains.
Three salient features:

1. Significant group heterogeneity (the three types above).

2. Short and quick decision chains. The conversion window from purchase intention
to behavior averages 12-24 hours among youth (vs. 3—7 days for older cohorts),
aided by platforms’ instant-purchase features. 3. Our empirical results show pur-
chase intention’s predictive coefficient on actual purchase = 0.46 (p < 0.001), and
80% of youth reported having bought a product within one day after exposure to
social media narratives.

Emotion + identification as dual drivers. Narrative immersion (attention and emo-
tional involvement) lowers defense mechanisms; value identification (value congru-
ence) strengthens sustained purchasing tendencies. Mediation tests in this study show
indirect effects of narrative immersion = 0.13 and value identification = 0.11, jointly
explaining about 48.98% of variance in purchase intention.

3.3 Pain Points

3.3.1 Severe Content Homogenization Weakens Persuasive Power.

Narratives often follow templates—cosmetics follow “pain point — usage — be-
fore-after”; food content often “unboxing — taste — link.” This repetitive structure
induces fatigue and reduces attention duration (from 45s in 2022 to 28s in 2024 per
Zhang Li et al., 2023). In our sample, 62% often see the same routine, and 45% skip
recommendations due to repetition.

3.3.2 Authenticity Deficits and Trust Crises.

Common issues are exaggerated claims, fake experiences, and falsified data. Cos-
metics overstatement (e.g., “7-day whitening”) is common; food creators sometimes
claim “no additives” despite preservatives. Fake likes/reviews create misleading pop-
ularity. Only 38% of respondents fully trust social media narrative content; 27% pur-
chased unsatisfactory products due to false narratives; and among high-trust KOL
followers trust dropped from 85% to 63% after negative experiences. Trust crises
undermine value identification — purchase intention conversion.

3.3.3 Algorithmic Filter Bubbles Limit Consumer Choice.

Personalized recommendation boosts reach but creates echo chambers. Algorithms
repeatedly show similar narrative categories, reducing exposure to new
brands/categories—58% reported seeing the same product types, and 35% did not
encounter new product categories. Echo chambers narrow consumption horizons and
exacerbate impulse buying via repeated scarcity/limited-time cues. High-frequency
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users (daily use > 2 hours) show stronger filter-bubble effects and 40% less choice
diversity.

3.3.4 Lagging Regulation and Inadequate Consumer Protection.

Regulatory frameworks (e.g., “Network Live Marketing Management Measures”)
set KOL qualifications and ad-labeling rules, but lack quantitative standards for “ex-
aggerated effects” and rely on ex-post enforcement. Platform Al moderation struggles
to detect implicit false narratives (<30% detection), and penalties are often mild.
Cross-platform purchasing complicates evidence gathering; only 20% successful
rights protection in practice; 65% of youth did not seek redress after false narratives
due to cumbersome processes.

4 Research Methods and Procedures

4.1 Research Design

We adopted a quantitative approach, employing a structured questionnaire to gather
samples and verifying hypotheses via structural equation modeling (SEM), consistent
with recent research using SEM in social media and consumption studies. We used a
cross-sectional design to capture associations between variables.

4.2  Subjects and Sampling

Participants: Chinese mainland youth aged 18-30 who use social media. Sampling
combined convenience and snowball sampling via university groups, social platform
user groups, and online survey platforms. Based on Hair et al. (2022) [6], SEM re-
quires sample size > 10 times the number of measurement items; with about 28 items
designed, sample size should be > 280. Accounting for invalid responses, target re-
turned samples were 320-380.

4.3  Data Collection Instruments
Online questionnaire included:

1. Demographics: age, gender, education, usage frequency, main platform.

2. Social media narrative strategy: adapted from Wang & Li (2022) [7].

3. Narrative immersion: adapted from Green & Brock’s Narrative Transportation
Scale, localized for short-video contexts [8].

4. Value identification: Self-Congruity scale adapted with reference to Xu & Huang
(2023) [9].

5. Purchase intention and behavior: adapted from Dodds et al. (Purchase Intention
Scale), adjusted per domestic research 2022-2024 [10].

All items used 5-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). A
pilot test (n = 50) preceded the main survey.
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4.4  Data Analysis Procedures

Analysis used SPSS and AMOS: data cleaning; descriptive statistics and grouping;
reliability (Cronbach’s a > 0.7) and validity (CFA: AVE > 0.5) checks; SEM model
fit indices (RMSEA < 0.08, CFI > 0.9) evaluation; bootstrap mediation (5,000 sam-
ples) for indirect effects; moderation via multi-group SEM comparing different usage
frequency and KOL trust levels.

To control bias, validated scales were used and items optimized through pilot test-
ing; experts reviewed content validity; reverse-scored items and instructions empha-
sized honest answering.

5 Survey Results and Analysis
As shown in Table 1, a total of 350 valid questionnaires were obtained. Sample com-
position: 45% male (157), 55% female (193); 70% aged 20-25; 65% undergraduates;

main platforms Douyin and Xiaohongshu accounted for 80%.

Table 1. Sample characteristics (N = 350)(Here is a concise reproduction of the table in Eng-

lish)

Characteristic Category Count Percentage
Gender Male 157 44.9%
Female 193 55.1%
Age 20-22 180 51.4%
23-25 65 18.6%
26-30 105 30.0%
Education Undergraduate (current) 228 65.1%
Graduate+ (current) 122 34.9%
Platform use Douyin 210 60.0%
Xiaohongshu 70 20.0%
Others 70 20.0%

Cronbach’s a for all constructs exceeded 0.7, indicating good internal consistency.
CFA results showed CR > 0.7 and AVE > 0.5 for all latent variables (Table 2).

Table 2. Reliability and validity test results

Latent Variable Cronbach’sa CR AVE
Social media narrative strategy 0.88 0.90 0.64
Narrative immersion 0.86 0.89 0.61
Value identification 0.84 0.88 0.60
Purchase intention 0.87 0.91 0.65
Purchase behavior 0.83 0.87 0.59

SEM model fit indices: y*/df = 2.15; RMSEA = 0.048; CFI = 0.935; TLI = 0.927;
SRMR = 0.042 — all within recommended thresholds (Table 3).



348 K. Li

Table 3. Model fit indices

Index Threshold Actual
y3/df <3.00 2.15
RMSEA <0.08 0.048
CFI >0.90 0.935
TLI >0.90 0.927
SRMR <0.08 0.042

Path analysis: Social media narrative strategy — narrative immersion (f = 0.42, p
< 0.001); strategy — value identification (B = 0.37, p < 0.001); narrative immersion
— purchase intention (f = 0.31, p < 0.001); value identification — purchase intention
(B =0.29, p <0.001); purchase intention — purchase behavior (f = 0.46, p < 0.001)
(Table 4).

Table 4. Path coefficients

Path Standardized p p

Narrative strategy — narrative immersion 0.42 <0.001
Narrative strategy — value identification 0.37 <0.001
Narrative immersion — purchase intention 0.31 <0.001
Value identification — purchase intention 0.29 <0.001
Purchase intention — purchase behavior 0.46 <0.001

Bootstrap mediation results: indirect effects via narrative immersion = 0.13 (95%
CI [0.08, 0.20]), via value identification = 0.11 (95% CI [0.06, 0.18]) — both signifi-
cant (CIs exclude 0) (Table 5).

Table 5. Bootstrap mediation test

95% CI
Mediation path Indirect effect ’ upper Significance
lower
Strategy — immersion — inten- ..
. 0.13 0.08 0.20 Significant
tion
Strategy — value — intention 0.11 0.06 0.18 Significant

Multi-group SEM indicates usage frequency positively moderates immersion —
intention (low B = 0.22; high B = 0.40; significant). KOL trust moderates value identi-
fication — intention (low B = 0.18; high § = 0.36; significant) (Table 6).
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Table 6. Moderation results

Path Moderator Low-level B High-level p Significance
Narrative immersion — purchase intention Social media usage frequency ~ 0.22 0.40 Significant
Value identification — purchase intention KOL trust 0.18 0.36 Significant

In sum: (1) social media narrative strategies significantly drive purchase intention
via narrative immersion and value identification; (2) purchase intention largely con-
verts into actual behavior; (3) usage frequency and KOL trust critically moderate
these pathways.

6 Conclusions and Recommendations

6.1 Research Conclusions

This study empirically tested the internal mechanisms linking social media narrative
strategies to youth purchase intention and behavior and produced several core conclu-
sions:

6.1.1 Significant Positive Effects of Narrative Strategies on Psychological Experi-
ence.

Narrative strategies (story structure and emotional expression) significantly en-
hance youth users’ narrative immersion and value identification, indicating that care-
fully designed narratives effectively stimulate psychological engagement and emo-
tional resonance.

6.1.2 Mediating Roles of Immersion and Value Identification.

Narrative immersion and value identification function as mediators between narra-
tive strategies and purchase intention. Specifically, narratives create engaging con-
texts that foster immersion and convey compatible values to cultivate identification,
jointly elevating purchase intention.

6.1.3 Predictive Effect of Purchase Intention on Behavior.

Youth purchase intention significantly predicts subsequent purchasing behavior,
affirming the applicability of the theory of planned behavior in social media con-
sumption contexts and underscoring the importance of generating strong purchase
intents in marketing practice.

6.1.4 Moderation by Individual Traits.
Social media usage frequency and KOL trust moderate key paths: high-frequency
users are more susceptible to immersion-driven intention, while high KOL-trust users
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more readily translate value identification into intention, highlighting the importance
of individual differences in narrative marketing.

6.2 Practical Recommendations

To enhance social media marketing effectiveness, we propose differentiated strategies
for distinct youth user groups:

6.2.1 For Immersive High-Frequency Users: Deepen Narrative Experience and
Optimize Ad Placement.

Use serialized, episodic storytelling on platforms like Douyin to maintain long-
term attention. Place marketing messages strategically in later parts of content after
immersion is established to lower defenses and increase conversion likelihood.

6.2.2 For Value-Oriented Users: Leverage KOL Value Endorsement to Build
Identity Match.

Identify and aggregate users with similar values via data analytics and partner with
KOLs who authentically share these values. KOL-driven narratives can deepen identi-
ty alignment and trust, boosting acceptance and conversion potential.

6.2.3 For Rational Users: Focus on Transparency and Information Sufficiency.

Present clear, objective product features, multi-scenario applications, competitor
comparisons, and cost-effectiveness evidence in narratives to meet the rational deci-
sion needs of these users.

6.2.4 For low-frequency Reach Users: Extend Cross-Media Coverage to Improve
Baseline Exposure.

Adopt broad cross-platform, multi-format campaigns to break filter bubbles and
increase touchpoints; only once exposure is achieved can further narrative-driven
persuasion be effective.
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