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Abstract

Background  China’s Generation Z consumers (aged 18—30) are reshaping the tea market with their
purchasing power and emphasis on emotional and social values. Previous research on tea packaging
has primarily focused on visual aesthetics, overlooking the combined influence of emotional, social, and
functional factors on brand perception and purchase intention. This study adopts the Stimulus-Organism-
Response (S-0-R) framework, Norman'’s three-level emotional design theory, and perceived value theory
to examine how packaging stimuli—specifically perceived beauty, emotional value, social influence, and
functional perception—affect brand perception and ultimately drive purchase intention among Gen Z tea
consumers in China.

Methods An online survey was conducted with 484 Chinese respondents aged 18-30, using a
5-point Likert scale to measure perceived beauty, emotional value, social influence, functional perception,
brand perception, and purchase intention. Reliability and validity tests confirmed the appropriateness of
the scale. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to test nine hypothesized paths, and bootstrap
analysis assessed mediating effects. Nonparametric tests were conducted to compare perceptions across
different levels of purchase intention.

Results Perceived beauty (B = 0.190, p = 0.005), emotional value (8 = 0.159, p = 0.004), social
influence (8 = 0.109, p = 0.009), and functional perception (8 = 0.109, p = 0.028) all had significant
direct effects on purchase intention. Brand perception partially mediated all four paths, indicating
that external packaging factors positively influence Gen Z consumers’ purchasing behavior, with brand
perception serving as a key linking mechanism. The findings suggest that designers and brands should
adopt a collaborative design strategy. Otherwise, packaging may convey a fragmented narrative, making it
difficult to foster consistent consumer preferences and actions.

Conclusions  This study is the first to integrate the S-O-R framework, Norman’s emotional design
theory, and perceived value theory into a unified SEM model, revealing two distinct pathways in China’s
Gen Z tea market: beauty — emotion — brand — purchase and function — brand — purchase. Emotional
evaluation emerged as a critical driver linking packaging cues to purchase intention, with brand awareness
playing a central mediating role. For tea brands and designers, this implies the need to combine credible
functionality with aesthetic elements that evoke emotional responses, reinforce brand meaning through
social narratives, and maintain consistency across all consumer touchpoints to enhance brand evaluation

and conversion rates.
Keywords Tea Packaging Design, Generation Z, Brand Perception, Purchase Intention, S-O-R Model

This work was supported by the 2025 Hongik University Innovation Support Program Fund.
The author gratefully acknowledges the funding provided by the 2025 Hongik University Innovation Support Program
Fund and the academic guidance and support of the supervising professor for this work.

*Corresponding author: Seung In Kim (r2d2kim@naver.com)

Citation: Cheng, W., & Kim, S. I. (2026). Brand Perception and Purchase Intention of Tea Packaging Design among
Generation Z in China: An Empirical SEM Analysis. Archives of Design Research, 39(1), 225-242.

http://dx.doi.org/10.15187/adr.2026.02.39.1.225

www.aodr.org 225


https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.15187/adr.2026.02.39.1.225&domain=https://aodr.org/main.php&uri_scheme=http:&cm_version=v1.5

1. Introduction

Customers in Generation Z, who are between the ages of 18 and 30, are now the main factor
driving tea sales due to their growing spending power and increased health consciousness.
This group has specific tastes in terms of the appearance, usefulness, and other aspects
of packaging in addition to wanting premium tea. In light of this, tea brands have started
to compete using structural forms, sustainability claims, cultural emblems, and visual
aesthetics. The industry is currently overrun with conventional packaging designs,
nevertheless, which frequently ignore the emotional needs of young customers for cultural
identity, emotional resonance, and customization. Additionally, the impact of influencer
endorsements, social media usage, and the increased societal influence resulting from word-

of-mouth is often overlooked in brand package marketing.

Even while research on tea packaging has increased recently, not many studies have
looked at how specific aspects of container design affect the purchasing decisions of young
customers. Theoretically, the majority of current research concentrates on the visual content
and packaging form, paying little attention to the interactions between design aspects and
how they affect brand perception. In order to close these gaps, this study investigates ways
to improve young customers’ views of tea brands by integrating and expanding the driving
linkages among tea packaging design features. This will ultimately increase sales and brand

competitiveness.

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to fill up research gaps about the dimensions of tea
packaging by using empirical methodologies. It develops a Stimulus-Organize-Response
(S-0O-R) model that incorporates four fundamental variables: aesthetic value, emotional
value, perceived functionality, and social influence. It builds on Norman’s three-level
emotional design framework and perceived emotional value theory. This study then collected
484 genuine data points through a survey experiment. The intricate interactions between
several variables were assessed using a structural equation model. In order to provide
evidence-based support for tea packaging design and marketing strategies, route analysis
and mediation analysis were finally integrated to show how internal and external variables of

tea packaging affect Generation Z’s purchase intent through brand perception.

2.Literature Review

2. 1. Psychological Mechanisms of Packaging Cues: An Integration Pathway for
S-0-R and Emotional Design
According to the S-O-R model, behavior is influenced by internal states that are linked to
external stimuli. Packaging cues are tangible stimuli used in retail settings that change
customers’ feelings and thoughts, influencing their decisions and intents to buy. In contrast
to store ambiance, packaging serves as a design element as well as a means of conveying

information. In addition to producing visual appeal and brand meaning, it sends messages
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about sustainability and functionality. This paper uses Norman'’s three levels of emotional
design to explain the “organism” stage. Style and color evoke visceral reactions. Clear
information, simplicity of opening, and storage convenience all influence behavioral
reactions. Cultural narratives, packaging’s identity, and the outside world are the sources
of reflective reactions. We also use the ideas of experience consumption and perceived
worth. Along with functional and social value, packaging also adds emotional value, which
strengthens brand perception and encourages purchases. According to Figure 1, the study’s
primary stimuli are Perception of Beauty (PB), Emotional Value (EV), Social Impact (SI),
and Function Perception (FP). In the organismic stage, these elements influence how people
perceive a brand and its emotional worth; in the response stage, these internal emotions then
affect their intention to buy. The conceptual model for this investigation is shown in Figure 2.
The S-O-R interaction is made clearer by this model, which also serves as a basis for further

variable measurement and hypothesis testing.

Types of Variable Name Label Variable
Variables

. 5  Beauty(PB) Color (BP1), lllustration (BP2 ),
erception of Beau
P & Design Style (BP3), Total Design (BP4)

Culture (EV1), Associate (EV2 ),

Emotion Value(EV) Memories(EV3), Special&Temperature (EV4 )

Independent
Variable Social EnpactisD Share (SI), Identity (SI2),
Brand Collaboration (SI3), Life-style (S14)
Function Perception(EP) Cleafr Information (EP1_). Easy to Use (EP2),
Environmental & Quality (EP3), Structer (EP4)
Mediating Brand Perception(BP) Brand impression (BP1), Core Value (BP2),
Variable Impressive (BP3)
‘I am willing to purchase tea packaging that is
cultural, aesthetic and practical. (PI1)
Deeendent s T dartil -If reasonablly priced, | prefer to purchase tea with
Variable such packaging. (PI2)

-Packaging design significantly influences my tea
selection. (PI3)

Figure 1 Summary of the interview results on the four dimensions of tea packaging design by Generation Z consumers
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Figure 2 Research model

2. 2. Key Structures of Stimulus

The term “stimulus” in the S-O-R framework relates to package signals such color schemes,
materials, layouts, perceptions of eco-labels, emotional reactions, and outside influences.
These cues influence purchasing desire by triggering organism appraisal. According to
Kiymalioglu’s research, brand meaning and fluency are driven by packaging color and
simplicity. In order to find out how various packaging signals affect the psychological states
of Generation Z, this study looks into tea packaging. Our stimulus, which is described by four
characteristics, highlights psychological reactions following viewing and use. The following

explains these factors and how they influence purchase intention through brand perception.

The degree of visual aesthetic appeal that packaging conveys is known as perception of
beauty (PB). It displays overall style, shape, color harmony, and layout clarity. According to
research by Lavie & Tractinsky (2004), visual aesthetics includes two different dimensions:
pleasantness and shape evaluation. These dimensions include originality and inventiveness
in the expressive aspect as well as order and clarity in the classical aspect. A consistent style
in packaging design creates a favorable brand impression. Certain design styles can express
concepts like elegance or naturalness. Customers that place a high importance on product
aesthetics react more strongly to eye-catching designs that increase preference. Additionally,
studies by Silayoi & Speece (2004) show that hedonistic and aesthetically pleasing designs
improve consumers’ brand assessments and buy intentions, with the appearance of product
packaging directly raising the possibility of a purchase. In light of this, we define PB as
customers’ assessment of the aesthetic appeal and coherence of a package, and we put forth
the following theories:

Hi. Perception of beauty positively influences brand perception.

H2. Perception of beauty positively influences purchase intention.

The good emotions that packaging arouses are referred to as emotional value (EV). It
focuses on how design inspires joy, emotion, or pride in customers. These feelings can be
evoked by texture, color, imagery, and narrative. Emotional value is a critical component
that individuals obtain from items, surpassing both price and usefulness, according to

research on perceived value. Design can arouse feelings during both usage and observation,
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as evidenced by Desmet & Hekkert’s (2007) study on product experiences. Since people’s
interpretations of brands are influenced by their emotions, packaging that is consistent in
appearance and has a clear meaning improves brand impressions. Additionally, Batra & Ray
(1986) discovered that happy feelings strengthen purchase intention by improving brand
attitude and perceived quality. EV serves as an emotional assessment. Emotional reactions
can be used as markers of processing fluency; harmonious designs are thought to be simpler
to process. Furthermore, according to assessment theory, pleasant arousal speeds up the
transition from perception to intention, decreases hesitation, and increases approach desire.
Consequently, the following theories are put forth.

H3. Emotional value positively influences brand perception.

H4. Emotional value positively influences purchase intention.

The term “social influence” (SI) describes how peer groups and social circles affect a person’s
opinions and decisions. It includes the views, endorsements, and perceived popularity
of others. This is strongly related to social influence and subjective norms in consumer
behavior, which shape behavioral intentions. Additionally, Bearden et al. (1989) discovered
that people vary in how much they agree with the opinions of others, which affects how they
react to goods and designs. Packaging is a communication to the public. It expresses taste
and identity in social contexts and on social platforms. Brand impressions can be improved
and implications can be shaped by visually appealing and conversational packaging. Brand
impressions are enhanced when packaging is endorsed by peers or conforms to group styles.
Trendiness’s ramifications also draw attention and promote social affiliation, which raises

the possibility of a purchase.

The organismic component of BP is the main mechanism via which SI operates in this study.
Reconstructing brand meaning through cues like trend markers, community symbols, and
gift-giving appropriateness raises BP and then turns it into PI. This placement is in line
with Gen Z’s consumption psychology, which values visibility for identity consistency and
social appraisal but is wary of too conformist cues or symbolic packaging that has reliable
environmental or functional credentials. The following theories are put out in light of this
theoretical framework:

Hs. Social impact positively influences brand perception.

H6. Social impact positively influences purchase intention.

A product’s overall usability and whether or not it provides a comfortable user experience
are referred to as function perception (FP). It includes unambiguous product information,
portability and protective performance, ease of opening and shutting, and compatibility
of materials with intended usage. These elements influence consumer assessments and
decisions, according to research by Silayoi & Speece (2004). Convenient features and clear
labeling help customers evaluate products and make decisions. Additionally, a product’s
look conveys ergonomic and functional features, which helps to establish brand perceptions.
Through everyday use, packaging creates brand meaning as an information carrier.
Hypotheses are put forward in light of the aforementioned theories.

H7. Function Perception positively influences brand perception.

H8. Function Perception positively influences purchase intention.
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2. 3. Key Structures of Organism (Mediating Variables)
Consumer opinions and assessments of a brand are referred to as brand perception (BP).
Packaging helps create this impression by communicating information and indicating
elegance and quality. Customers that have a positive brand perception are more likely
to make a purchase. Multiple signals transmitted through packaging are integrated into
brand perception in packaging contexts. These inputs influence conclusions about quality,
dependability, and self-congruence through cue processing and signal transmission,
which lowers perceived risk and raises perceived value. Purchase likelihood is increased
by perceived quality, brand associations, and brand image, according to prior studies.

Additionally, packaging can provide brand meaning, which strengthens the desire to buy.

BP is modeled in this study as a key mediating variable that incorporates diverse packing
cues into judgments that are pertinent to decisions. Color, proportion, and visual coherence
are examples of aesthetic components that improve BP by enhancing perceived sophistication
and fluency. Functional components that increase diagnosticity and reliability, such eco-
labels, reinforce BP. Positive appraisal is increased by pleasant arousal from emotional value.
Trendiness, giftability, and community symbols are social impact factors that largely change
the meaning of brands rather than immediately encouraging purchases. As a result, BP
mediates the flow of information to purchase intention (PI) that is motivated by both want
and reason. Boundary conditions are recognized: purchasing intention (R) is influenced by
social cues if they affect brand perception (O).

Ho. Brand Perception positively influences purchase Intention.

Hioa: Brand Perception mediates the effect of perception of beauty on purchase intentions.
Hiob: Brand Perception mediates the effect of emotional value on purchase intentions.

Hioc: Brand Perception mediates the effect of social impact on purchase intentions.

H1iod: Brand Perception mediates the effect of function perception on purchase intentions.

2. 4. Key Structures of Response

The probability that customers will buy a product in the near future is known as Purchase
Intentions (PI). According to consumer theory, the most accurate indicator of future behavior
is intention. Clear and attractive packaging designs both directly boost the likelihood that
a product will be purchased and encourage purchases by improving brand recognition. The
“Preference Index” in this study is defined as customers’ self-reported propensity to select
tea items with this particular packaging. The “Preference Index” in this study is defined as
customers’ self-reported propensity to select tea items with this particular packaging. Brief
phrases like “I intend to purchase,” “I plan to purchase,” and “I would consider purchasing,”

all of which are drawn from validated measures, are used to measure this indicator.

3. Methods

This study created and put into practice a methodical procedure to answer the research
questions. First, Chinese Gen Z adult customers (those between the ages of 18 and 30) were

identified as research subjects. Perceived emotional value theory and Norman’s affective

230 Archives of Design Research 2026. 02. vol 39.no 1



design viewpoints were combined inside the S-O-R framework to identify and measure the
following important constructs: PB, EV, SI, and FP as external stimuli.PI is the behavioral
result, and BP is the mediator at the organismic level. A total of 758 responses were collected.
After removing cases with abnormal completion time and extreme response patterns, and
restricting the sample to participants aged 18—30, 484 valid questionnaires were retained
for the final analysis (Figure 3). An online survey was used to gather data, and a pretest
was conducted to optimize the items and translations. The formal research then used quota
sampling based on age and geography. Lastly, SEM path analysis was used to assess model
fit and path correlations, and SPSS and AMOS were used for validity and reliability testing.
Practical suggestions for tea packaging design and brand management are put forth in light

of these findings.
758 potential Packaging design Packaging design
respondents 1. The stem is caregorized based 625 questionnaires were
on Tea Packaging of Brand collected,
LAge 18-30 2. 758 questionnaires were
2.Drink tea enthusiast distributed. 82, 5%
133 questionnaires lost
141 questionnaires lose
Packaging design P ‘Ilf,r‘:':,';."“d
484 Valid questionmaires :L‘::;::'i:;:;::r
- the age group of
17.4% 18 to 307

Figure 3 Data colletion process

3. 1. Measuring instruments
This study investigates the direct and indirect effects of tea packaging design components on
Gen Z consumers’ brand perception and purchase intent. 22 assessment items encompassing
functional perception, aesthetic perception, emotional value, social influence, perceived
sustainability, brand cognition, and purchase intention were created and distributed for
the study. And The final sample size of 484 meets commonly accepted requirements for
structural equation modeling and ensures sufficient statistical power. The items mentioned
in Table 1 were used to evaluate all structures and user experience aspects. These scales were
modified to fit the research setting in order to guarantee semantic appropriateness, validity,
and reliability. They were based on proven measuring techniques from the domains of design

management, marketing, and sustainable consumption.

3. 2. Questionnaire Design

This study systematically assesses how different packaging components affect brand
perception and, in turn, promote purchase intent using a single-factor, within-group

comparison technique. Examining how various packaging aspects elicit psychological
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reactions during the Organism stage and then convert into purchase intent is the main
goal of the study, which also aims to clarify the underlying mechanisms that connect these

components to brand perception.

Because China is the world’s greatest producer and the country where tea originated, its
consumers have access to a wealth of information on tea and a wide range of markets.
China produces around half of the world’s tea, according to a recent FAO market analysis,
highlighting its wide market reach and familiarity with consumers. China was thus selected
as the primary research region. Because these elements offer a practical and policy-relevant

setting for evaluating how Gen Z reacts to tea packaging.

3. 3. Personal Basic Information Analysis

The demographic traits of the respondents were examined in this study report. The findings
demonstrated that the sample structure was balanced and appropriate. 484 of the 758
samples that were gathered satisfied the needs of Generation Z, which is defined as those
who are between the ages of 18 and 30. Of them, 52.89% were women and 47.11% were men.
Students made up 26.45% of the occupational categories, while office workers made up 50.21
percent. 59.09% of respondents said that they preferred to buy tea at physical stores, with
presents coming in second. In conclusion, the sample’s attributes were in general in line
with the tea consumption packaging’s contact characteristics. Generation Z shown more
sensitivity to packaging in terms of visual appeal, readability of information, and social
expression. Customers were more likely to notice the packing materials and structure than
they were to notice online reviews or just visual encounters. This is due to the fact that a
larger percentage of transactions take place offline than online. As a result, these data are
ideal for examining the ways in which brand recognition, usability, and visual appeal are

influenced by box design and how this influences purchase intentions.

3. 4. Research Methodology
The analytical methodology used in this study is “two-stage.” First, each latent variable
scale’s convergent and discriminant validity were assessed using confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) in SPSS. Fornell-Larcker’s overall fit indices were employed to guarantee the
measurement model’s validity and dependability. SEM was then used in AMOS to thoroughly
investigate path linkages based on SOR.

4, Results

Using information from the S-O-R framework and within-subjects design, this chapter
presents standardized path coefficients and significance levels for each package dimension’s
impact on behavior through brand perception, based on the previously indicated research
methodology and assumptions. The findings are shown in a hierarchical manner according

to path level to prevent information overload and emphasize mechanism differences.
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4. 1. Measurement Model

In order to verify the appropriateness of the measurement instruments, this study performed
validity and reliability tests on the measurement model based on the reflective measurement
paradigm put out by Ledgerwood and Shrout (2011) before moving on to structural path
testing.

Harman'’s single-factor test was also used in this work to evaluate common method bias
(CMB). All measurement items in both sample groups were subjected to principal component
analysis in accordance with Podsakoff et al. (2003). From every dataset, six factors were
identified. The findings showed that the first component accounted for 38.021% of the overall
variance, while the combined factors explained 73.828%. This indicates that the dataset has
a significant amount of explanatory power. It was concluded that CMB had little significant

influence on the findings since no single factor dominated the variation.

The reliability and validity test results for each packaging element are further presented
in table 1 after the variance-explaining structure analysis. All latent variables attained
acceptable levels, as shown by the findings in the figure: Good internal consistency was
shown by Cronbach’s a, which ranged from 0.802 to 0.894, and composite reliability (CR),
which ranged from 0.810 to 0.894. Both values were above 0.70. Each item’s standardized
factor loadings, which accurately reflected related latent variables, ranged from 0.639 to
0.774. Convergent validity was supported by the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values,
which varied from 0.587 to 0.678 and were all more than 0.50. As a result, the research scale
exhibits strong validity and reliability, adequately bolstering further path and mediating

impact investigations.

To further confirm convergent validity, item-level CFA statistics were examined, including
non-standardized estimates, standard errors, critical ratios (t-values), and p-values. All
measurement items demonstrated statistically significant factor loadings (p < 0.001). The
standardized loadings ranged from 0.745 to 0.843, with standard errors between 0.051 and
0.093 and t-values all exceeding 15.0. These results indicate that each indicator contributes
significantly to its corresponding construct and that the measurement model meets the

requirements for convergent validity.

All items have satisfactory discriminant validity based on interstructural correlations. All
of the latent correlations in the packaging dimension data were moderate, demonstrating
adequate separation between components, and well below the widely accepted discriminant
validity limits (r < 0.70; HTMT < 0.85-0.90)(Table2). Discriminant validity was not

threatened by demographic variables.
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Table 1 Cronbach’s Alpha Reliability Analysis

Variable Items Factor Loading CR AVE Cronbach’s Alpha
PB1 0.72
H PB2 0.737
Perception of 0.871 0.627 0.871
Beauty PB3 0.723
PB4 0.714
EV1 0.767
) EV2 0.774
Emotional Value 0.894 0.678 0.894
EV3 0.76
EV4 0.759
S 0.744
. si2 0.695
Social Impact 0.863 0.611 0.862
SI3 0.671
Sl4 0.66
FP1 0.713
H FP2 0.749
Function 0.877 0.641 0.877
Perception FP3 0.735
FP4 0.742
BP1 0.639
Brand BP2 0.656 0.81 0.587 0.802
Perception
BP3 0.682
PI1 0.744
Purchase PI2 0.722 0.858 0.668 0.857
Intention
PI3 0.726

Table 2 HTMT Results

Perception of Emotional Social Impact Function Brand Purchase
Beauty Value Perception Perception Intention
Perception of
Beauty
Emotional 0422 _
Value
Social 0.425 0.444 -
Impact
Function 0.593 0.44 0.567 -
Perception
Brand
. 0.617 0.453 0.434 0.576 -
Perception
Purchase
Intention 0.49 0.425 0.41 0.482 0.48

We performed normalcy tests for PB, EV, SI, FP, and PI. We used the Shapiro—Wilk (S—
W) test since each variable had N more than 50 (Table 3). They all show roughly normal
behavior, indicating that the null hypothesis of normalcy is maintained.
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Table 3 Analysis results of normality test

Variable N Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Shapiro-Wilk test
Shapiro—
Wilk W p
Perception of 484 3.42 1.145 -0.468 -1.219 0.095 0.879
Beauty
Emotional 484 3.69 1078 -0.865 -0.597 0.06 0.963
Value
Social 484 3.4 1.124 -0.463 -1.328 0.175 0.541
Impact
Function 484 3.508 1.093 -0.551 -1.157 0.383 0.094
Perception
Brand 484 3.537 1.01 -0.434 -1.186 0.204 0.071
Perception
Purchase 484 3614 112 -0.742 -0.797 0.07 0.922
Intention

*p<0.05 ** p<0.01

All of the constructs have sufficient discriminant validity according to the Fornell-Larcker

criterion (Table 4). Perception of Beauty has a square root of AVE of 0.792, more than its

maximum absolute inter-construct correlation of 0.519. AVE = 0.823(> 0.390) for Emotional

Value, 0.782 (> 0.492) for Social Influence, 0.801 (> 0.519) for Functional Perception, 0.766

(> 0.518) for Brand Perception, and 0.817 (> 0.423) for Purchase Intention. As a result, all six

constructs have support for discriminant validity. And Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values

were examined to assess multicollinearity. All indicators reported VIF values between 1.69

and 2.53, far below the recommended threshold of 5, indicating that multicollinearity was

not a concern in this study.

Table 4 Pearson Correlation Matrix (standardized)

Mean SD PB EV Sl FP BP Pl

PB 3.42 1.145 0.792

EV 3.69 1.078 0.372** 0.823

Sl 3.4 1.124 0.368** 0.390* 0.782

FP 3.508 1.093 0.519** 0.389** 0.492** 0.801

BP 3.537 1.01 0.518** 0.384** 0.359** 0.483** 0.766

Pl 3.614 1.12 0.423** 0.372% 0.352** 0.417% 0.399* 0.817
*p<0.05 ** p<0.01

The entire model was then put to the test. The values of the widely used goodness-of-fit
indices—CMIN/DF, IFI, TLI, CFI, and RMSEA—under different factor configurations are

shown in Table 5 based on structural model analysis. Overall, a good model fit was indicated

by all indices meeting suggested levels.

Table 5 Results of validated factor analysis

CMIN DF CMIN/DF RMR GFI TLI CFl RMSEA
Measured
Value <3 <0.08 >0.9 >0.9 <0.08
Data 210 194 1.082 0.039 0.963 0.997 0.997 0.013
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4. 2. SEM and direct and mediated path tests

SEM is used in this study to test the proposed correlations between the variables. SEM is
a thorough approach that allows for the estimation of complex route and indirect effects
by concurrently evaluating measurement and structural models within a theory-driven
framework (Hair, 2014). SEM evaluates the psychological processes by which various aspects
of packaging influence brand perceptions and, in turn, influence the purchase intentions of
Gen Z consumers within the research scenario. The structural links between the constructs
are depicted in Figure 4. 22 observed items from both display situations are included in the
final model after normalization and optimization based on the previously indicated modeling
requirements. The ensuing sections present SEM assessments of mediated routes and direct

effects based on this model.

eni i Function
‘ Perugg:lir; of | ‘ Emaotion Value w ‘ Social Impact W { P erc:pl:i . 1
(PB) | (EV) L (SD) ) (FP) )

|
079 T8y 0.7% T8
(PB2]
Figure 4 Structural equation modeling

All indices satisfy (or significantly surpass) widely advised standards, indicating excellent
model fit, according to the model fit results displayed in Table 6. In particular: PNFI = 0.811,
PCFI = 0.838, both above 0.50, CMIN/DF = 1.08 (less than 3), RMSEA = 0.013 (less than
0.08), GFI = 0.963, AGFI = 0.951, NFI = 0.965, IFI = 0.997, TLI = 0.997, CFI = 0.997, all
exceeding 0.90. With incredibly low residual levels, these results show that the measurement
model structure is strong enough to enable further path estimation and mediation effect

testing.

Table 6 Measurement model fit indices

CMIN/
Measurement DF GFI AGFI  RMSEA NFI IFI TLI CFl PNFI PCFI
Measured Value <3 >0.8 >0.8 <0.08 >0.8 >0.8 >0.8 >0.8 >0.5 >0.5

Actual Value 1.08 0963 0951 0.013 0965 0997 0997 0.997 0811 0.838
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By estimating path coefficients and their significance levels (using the bootstrapping
approach with 5000 resamples) and the amount of path effects, the structural model path
analysis evaluated the links among latent variables. First, direct effects are discussed (Table
7). PB (PB-BP, B = 0.379, p < 0.001), FP (FP-BP, B = 0.246, p = 0.037), EV (EV-BP: § = 0.153,
p = 0.004), and SI (SI-BP, B = 0.063, p < 0.001) were all supported by all of the coefficients.
The findings suggest that the main determinants of brand evaluation for Gen Z consumers

are visual appeal and craftsmanship or functional legibility.

Table 7 Testing for direct effects

STD. Non.Std.

Hypothesis Path Estimate Estimate S.E. C.R. P Results
H1 PB — BP 0.379 0.269 0.044 6.052 rxx Supported
H3 EV —BP 0.153 0.1 0.038 2.898 0.004 Supported
H5 SI—BP 0.063 0.044 0.041 1.081 rxx Supported
H7 FP —BP 0.246 0.169 0.046 3.692 0.037 Supported
H2 PB —PI 0.19 0.193 0.069 2.813 0.005 Supported
H4 EV —PI 0.159 0.165 0.057 2.903 0.004 Supported
H6 SI—PI 0.109 0.109 0.06 1.82 0.009 Supported
H8 FP —PI 0.153 0.15 0.068 2.197 0.028 Supported
H9 BP — PI 0.159 0.228 0.101 2.262 0.024 Supported

Note: *** indicates p < 0.001

It was further demonstrated by mediation analysis (Table 8) that BP had noteworthy
mediating effects on each of the four routes. While its influence is comparatively smaller in
FP (0.032, 0.060) and EV (0.022, 0.009) to PI, BP shows the largest indirect effect from SI
to PI (0.112, 0.155), followed by PB (0.044, 0.079). This pattern indicates partial mediation
because the straight path from brand to PI is likewise positive. Each cue’s impact is mediated
by BP, which also acts as the primary conduit connecting packaging cues and purchase
intention.

Table 8 Testing for mediated effects

Path Hypothesis Effect 95% Cl SE p Results
Lower Upper
PB-BP-PI H10a 0.044 0.015 0.079 0.016 0.008 Supported
EV-BP-PI H10b 0.022 0.006 0.039 0.009 0.013 Supported
SI-BP-PI H10c 0.112 0.074 0.155 0.021 el Supported
FP-BP-PI H10d 0.032 0.009 0.06 0.013 0.015 Supported

Note: *** indicates p < 0.001

Finally, the results give a clearer view of consumers’ overall responses to purchase intention
(Table 9). PB shows the highest total effect (0.234), which comes from both its direct effect
(0.19) and its smaller mediated effect through BP (0.044). EV (0.181) and FP (0.185) have
similar total effects, mainly driven by their direct paths, with only small indirect effects.
SI has a smaller direct effect (0.109), but its mediated effect is strong (0.112), giving a total
effect of 0.221. These combined results show the overall impact of each factor on consumers’

purchase intention.
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Table 9 Total effects

Variation Direct Effects Meqiated Effects Total
(to PI) (via BP to PI)
PB 0.19 0.044 0.234
EV 0.159 0.022 0.181
Sl 0.109 0.112 0.221
FP 0.153 0.032 0.185
BP 0.159 - -

5. Discussion

This study looks at how Gen Z consumers’ opinions about packaging components affect their
intention to buy by influencing their perception of the brand. The results validate earlier
studies. Purchase intent is influenced by the tea packaging’s perceived beauty (PB), perceived
utility (FP), emotional value (EV), and social impact (SI), all of which have an impact on
consumption experience, emotional reactions, and outside influences. This link is partially

mediated by brand perception (BP). Below is a discussion of the findings.

5. 1. Perception of beauty as the primary driver of purchase intention
The main factor influencing purchase intention is perceived beauty, which influences both
direct and brand-mediated pathways. Out of all the information cues, it has the biggest
impact on how people perceive a brand. Aesthetic value may improve positive emotions and
processing fluency in Gen Z, integrating overall brand appraisal to increase purchase intent.
As long as information clarity and material credibility are preserved, the combined effect
of aesthetics on brand perception and purchase intent should be maximized in practice by
giving priority to harmonious color systems, proportional or shape coherence, and achieving

aesthetic consistency—for example, in thumbnails and unboxing content.

5. 2. Strong Effects of Emotional Value and Functional Perception on Purchase
Intention
The route from packaging to action is made up of both functional perception and emotional
value. According to this study, emotional value largely affects decision-making by raising
emotional arousal, which in turn causes people to exhibit more positive emotions and
behaviors. This results in a greater purchase intention since the chosen product is perceived
as more appropriate and certain. This emotional resonance facilitates quick decision-
making for Generation Z, who commonly use packaging as a micro-expression of their
individual preferences and identities. On the other hand, functional perception lessens
uncertainty. According to research by Kiymalioglu et al. (2024) and Tiboni-Oschilewski et al.
(2024), robustness of materials, closed quality, and clear information architecture all show
capabilities and dependability, turning interest into confidence and raising the chance of

purchase.

5. 3. Social influence: limited direct effect, strong brand—-mediated impact

Instead of immediately encouraging purchases, the social influence that packaging conveys
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through trend markers, community-related symbols, gift prompts, and social media-friendly
clarity largely reconstructs brand meaning. These components serve as symbolic signals,
placing the brand within well-known reference groups and lifestyles to improve its perceived
status, current relevance, and public acceptance (Ton et al., 2024). Packaging created for
these performative contexts boosts brand reputation and perceived distinctiveness, which
lowers choice uncertainty given Gen Z consumers propensity to anticipate social judgment.
Therefore, the ideal way to conceptualize social influence is as a process of brand patterns
that enhances the associative network around the brand, thereby fostering favorable
circumstances for subsequent decisions.

5. 4. Brand perception as the core mediator linking packaging cues to intention
An evaluation pathway that combines relevance, believability, and aesthetics is brand
perception, which combines several packaging messages into a single, decision-relevant
summary. Theoretically, it acts as a vital link in S-O-R responses, where decisions are based
on the brand significance of stimuli but they are evaluated through emotional and functional
lenses. A positive brand image raises value expectations, lowers perceived risk, and offers
social justification. As a result, the model’s fundamental mediator is brand perception. A
brand’s perception becomes more unified and more successfully translates into purchase
intention when aesthetics, functionality, and social impact are harmonized. The transmission
effect may be weakened if brand perception is fragmented due to the dominance of one
dimension and the absence of others. To create a thorough brand impression, managers need
concurrently maximize visual appeal, informational clarity, environmental credibility, and

public trust.

6. Conclusion

This study investigates how Generation Z consumers in China form brand perceptions and
purchase intentions in response to tea packaging design, focusing on four psychological
mechanisms: perceived beauty, functional perception, emotional value, and social influence.
Using the S-O-R framework and emotional design theory, the study confirms a stable
perception-to-behavior chain: packaging cues—brand cognition—purchase intention. This
provides designers and marketers with a user-centered evaluation system that translates
packaging strategies into brand impact.

The study offers several innovations. Theoretically, it integrates the S-O-R model, Norman’s
affective design theory, and perceived value theory into a comprehensive pathway: design
stimulus—value recognition—behavioral intention. This framework connects sensory,
emotional, and cognitive dimensions with social influence, enhancing theoretical
coherence and addressing gaps in tea packaging research. By introducing affective variables
and applying SEM for empirical validation, the study provides a solid foundation for

understanding how packaging influences brand cognition and consumer behavior.
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Practically, the findings highlight the importance of visual aesthetics and emotional
engagement in shaping brand perception. Designers should ensure consistency in visual
tone, key benefits, and sustainability claims across all touchpoints. Marketers can use
these insights to better meet the needs and expectations of Gen Z consumers. Future
research could explore how consumers reconcile tensions between emotional and functional

dimensions to find optimal packaging strategies that enhance purchase intent.

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations. Its cross-sectional design prevents causal
inference, and mediation effects reflect associations rather than processes. Longitudinal
or experimental studies could better capture emotional responses and behavioral changes
over time. Additionally, the sample is limited to young consumers in China, which may
affect external validity. Future studies should include cross-cultural and multi-generational
samples to validate and extend the findings.
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